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ABSTRACT 
 

Pushkin’s Tragic Visions, 1824-1830 
 

Maksim Hanukai 
 

This dissertation traces the development of Alexander Pushkin’s sense of the tragic in the context 

of Russian and European Romanticism. Pushkin was a self-proclaimed skeptic in matters of 

literature: though deeply influenced by Romantic poets and theorists, he never subscribed to any 

one school or creed, experimenting in a range of genres to express his changing tragic vision. 

Many of his works move seamlessly between the closed world of traditional tragedy and the 

open world of Romantic tragic drama; and yet, they follow neither the cathartic program 

prescribed by Aristotle nor the redemptive mythologies of the Romantics. My study explains 

Pushkin’s idiosyncratic approach to tragedy by re-situating his works within their literary, 

historical, and philosophical contexts. In my readings of The Gypsies, Boris Godunov, and The 

Little Tragedies, I connect Pushkin’s works to those of a range of European writers, including 

Shakespeare, Racine, Rousseau, Goethe, Schiller, the Marquis de Sade, and Hugo; and I examine 

such topics as tragedy and the tragic, the sublime and the grotesque, the relationship between 

literature and history, irony and tragic ritual. While I ground my work in traditional Russian 

philology, I use recent Western scholarship to help frame my study theoretically. In particular, I 

aim to contribute to the ongoing debate between scholars who claim that Romanticism marked 

“the death of tragedy” and those who see the change less as a death than as a redefinition. 

 

 



Table of Contents 
 
 

 
Note on Transliteration and Translation                                                                                         ii 
 
 
Introduction                                                                                                                                      1 
 
 
Chapter One: Tragedy in the Balkans                                                                                            11 

 
 
Chapter Two: History as Irony                                                                                                      55 

 
 
Chapter Three: Sublime and Grotesque                                                                                       105 

 
 
Afterword                                                                                                                                     163 
 
 
Bibliography                                                                                                                                167 
  



 

 ii 

Note on Transliteration and Translation 
 
 

Within the text I use the transliteration system of the Library of Congress, except in the case of 

some name endings (e.g., Viazemsky instead of Viazemskii) and names which are familiar to 

English speakers under a different form (e.g., Yuri instead of Iurii). The Library of Congress 

system is retained throughout in the Bibliography and footnotes. When quoting from a published 

translation, I retain the translator’s original spelling.  

 

Quotations from Russian texts are generally provided in both the original Cyrillic and in English. 

In some instances, as when I am quoting from Pushkin’s drafts, I add standard punctuation marks 

to my translation when there are none in the original. Unless indicated otherwise, all translations 

are my own.  
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Introduction 

 

Romanticism begins with the awareness that something was lost in the collapse of a prior order. 

Whether this is the innate nobility of natural man, the creative vigor of the naïve poet, or the 

philosopher’s faith in the eventual triumph of reason, Romanticism measures itself by the 

distance separating it from an unattainable ideal, which it projects as a source of nostalgia into 

the past and into the future as an object of infinite longing. Torn between hope and despair, a 

deeply felt sense of alienation and a yearning for unity, Romanticism cultivates a vision of life 

that is profoundly tragic. In the words of August W. Schlegel, one of the most clear-eyed 

theorists of Romanticism in Germany: “When the soul, resting as it were under the willows of 

exile, breathes out its longing for its distant home, what else but melancholy can be the key-note 

of its songs?”1 

It may come as a surprise then that for some modern critics the birth of Romanticism also 

spelled “the death of tragedy.” In his influential 1961 book by that title, George Steiner makes 

the unexpected claim that the Romantic vision of life is fundamentally non-tragic. Drawing a 

distinction between what he calls “absolute” and “tempered” tragedy, Steiner concludes that the 

bleak metaphysical pessimism expressed in the tragedies of Sophocles, Marlowe, and Racine is 

manifestly at odds with the hopeful redemptive mythologies of the Romantics. Steiner ties the 

decline of tragedy to the modern process of democratization and disenchantment that upturned 

traditional religious beliefs and social hierarchies. Crucially, he contends that Romantic drama 

evades the problem of divine judgment. Whereas absolute tragedy presents the fall of public 

figures who have overstepped the boundaries set for them by the gods, Romantic tragic drama 

shows man engaged in a heroic battle for inner freedom in the face of necessity, a battle from 

which he emerges, if not triumphant, at least reconciled with the surrounding order. The dialectic 

vision of Romanticism ensures that guilt gives way to grace and crime leads not to punishment 

                                                
1 August Wilhelm Schlegel, Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature, trans. John Black (Gloucester, 

UK: Dodo Press, 2007), 10. 
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but to redemption. While in absolute tragedy, “the gates of hell stand open and damnation is real,” 

in the poetics of Romanticism, Steiner insists, “the Scrooges turn golden.”2 

In many respects Steiner’s thesis owes more to his own normative understanding of tragedy 

than to that of the authors treated in his book; taken to its logical limits, it would exclude not 

only most Romantic drama but also the Oresteia and King Lear. A number of scholars have 

written convincing critiques of Steiner’s study. Jeffrey Cox, for example, suggests that the 

Romantics were less interested in reviving old forms of tragedy than in discovering a new tragic 

vision: “What happens when man finds that he has destroyed the closed world of the traditional 

order, but that he is unable to break through to the open world of the Romantic imagination?” he 

asks. “Is there not, in this moment between the fall of the enclosed but meaningful order of the 

past and the creation of a new Romantic order, occasion for a peculiarly modern tragedy?”3 The 

very processes that led to the decline of traditional tragedy, Cox suggests, may have set the stage 

for an entirely new sense of the tragic. Indeed, as critics from Murray Krieger to Rita Felski have 

observed, the very idea of the tragic is a relatively new “thought pattern” forged in the crucible 

of Romanticism. A philosophical concept introduced by Schiller, the tragic, Felski writes, “drifts 

free of the genre of tragedy and acquires a general theoretical salience and metaphorical power 

as a prism through which to grasp the antinomies of the human condition.”4 The Romantic sense 

                                                
2 George Steiner, The Death of Tragedy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 129. See also 

George Steiner, “‘Tragedy,‘ Reconsidered,” ed. Rita Felski (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2008). 

3 Jeffrey N. Cox, “Romantic Redefinitions of the Tragic,” Romantic Drama, ed. Gerald Gillespie 
(Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Co., 1994), 154. See also Jeffrey N. Cox, In the Shadows of 
Romance: Romantic Tragic Drama in Germany, England, and France (Athens, OH: Ohio University 
Press, 1987). 

4 Rita Felski, ed., Rethinking Tragedy (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), 
2-3. Other studies that have influenced my thinking on the distinction between tragedy and the tragic 
include: Murray Krieger, The Tragic Vision: Variations on a Theme in Literary Interpretation (New York, 
NY: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1960); Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Caesura of the Speculative,” 
Glyph 4 (1978); William Storm, After Dionysus: A Theory of the Tragic (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1998); Glenn Most, “Generating Genres: The Idea of the Tragic,” Matrices of Genre: Authors, Canons, 
and Society, ed. Mary Depew and Dirk Obbink (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000); Peter 
Szondi, An Essay on the Tragic, trans. Paul Fleming (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002); Terry 
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of the tragic is neither premised on the same philosophical ideals nor bound by the same 

aesthetic conventions as traditional tragedy. Perhaps, Cox suggests, it would be better to speak 

not of the death of tragedy but of its redefinition. 

While such an approach has found widespread critical support, it, too, I believe, introduces a 

number of problems. Modern critics like to point out that the traditional understanding of tragedy 

is largely based on the works of a single playwright, Sophocles, whose Oedipus Rex and 

Antigone were held up as models by Aristotle and Hegel, respectively. But isn’t something 

analogous taking place in current discussions of Romantic tragic drama? Cox’s book-length 

study of the genre surveys the works of a wide range of playwrights from England, Germany, 

and France; and yet, his understanding of Romantic tragic drama as a struggle between free will 

and necessity is clearly inspired by the works of a single author, Schiller. The same is true of 

most other studies of tragedy in the Romantic period, which are more often than not studies of 

Schiller’s (admittedly influential) concept of the tragic. But what does the latter have in common 

with the tragic writings of Alessandro Manzoni, Alfred de Musset, or George Büchner 

(playwrights who were inspired by Schiller but ultimately went their separate ways)? What about 

Pushkin, whose Boris Godunov Steiner singles out (I believe, incorrectly) as one of the few 

examples of “absolute tragedy” in the Romantic period? 

A second problem is that studies of the tragic in the Romantic period are still primarily 

concerned with the drama and do not take into account the wealth of tragic writing in other 

genres, such as narrative poetry and prose fiction. This seems strange, given that a number of 

critics have made a point of the fact that, in the Romantic period, the tragic was in some ways 

liberated from the genre of tragedy. What happens when the themes and topoi of traditional 

tragedy are displaced onto a range of other genres, old and new? What becomes of tragedy when 

it comes into contact with other modes of emplotment, such as comedy, irony, and romance? 

                                                                                                                                                       
Eagleton, Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003); Vassilis Lambropoulos, The 
Tragic Idea (London: Duckworth, 2006). 
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Finally, there is the frequently invoked, but ill-defined, notion of “tragic vision.” While the 

term is most often employed to denote something rather abstract like “tragic worldview” or 

“tragic sense of life,” I believe that the emphasis on the faculty of sight is neither insignificant 

nor accidental. To begin with, there is the historical connection between tragedy and theatrical 

spectacle; indeed the very word “theater,” which derives from the Greek theasai (“behold”), 

denotes a place where spectators (theatés) gather to look upon everything from ritual sacrifice to 

various forms of artistic performance.5 At the same time, Greek tragedians often invoked 

metaphors of sight and blindness in their plays, leading the first theoretician of tragedy, Aristotle, 

to describe the plot structure of tragedy as a movement from the hero’s initial blindness 

(hamartia) toward recognition (anagnorisis). 6  Vision is thus already an important and 

problematic element of tragedy near the time of its conception.  

Scholars today continue to debate precisely who it is that is meant to “have” the tragic vision. 

Is it the spectator or the hero being impersonated by an actor on stage? Or is the latter merely a 

medium through which the author’s vision is transmitted to the spectator? In the early twentieth 

century, the Russian literary scholar Mikhail Bakhtin placed the dramatic arts on a lower 

pedestal than the novel because he believed that only the latter was capable of representing a true 

variety of integral visions. Drama is “always encased in a firm and stable monologic framework,” 

he argued, because rejoinders in dramatic dialogue “do not rip apart the represented world, do 

not make it multi-leveled; on the contrary, if they are to be authentically dramatic, these 

rejoinders necessitate the utmost monolithic unity of that world.” Coming out of a German 

Romantic tradition that identifies tragedy with the dialectical resolution of contradictory ideas, 

Bakhtin believed that any weakening of drama’s “monolithical unity” leads to a weakening of 

                                                
5 The word “audience,” by contrast, is a relic of a much later, aural culture. 

6 “Hamartia means, in its proper sense, blindness. That is, something which surpasses man, which 
keeps him from seeing things as they are, so that he takes good for evil, commits a crime and is then 
punished by this crime.” Jean-Pierre Vernant, “Greek Tragedy: Problems of Interpretation,” The 
Structuralist Controversy: The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man, eds. Richard Macksey 
and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972), 285-286. 
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dramatic effect. “The whole concept of a dramatic action, as that which resolves all dialogic 

oppositions, is purely monologic,” he writes. “A true multiplicity of levels would destroy drama, 

because dramatic action, relying as it does upon the unity of the world, could not link those 

levels together or resolve them. In drama, it is impossible to combine several integral fields of 

vision in a unity that encompasses and stands above them all, because the structure of drama 

offers no support for such a unity.”7 

Bakhtin’s critique of drama is really a critique of the German Romantic concept of tragedy, 

to which he opposes his own concept of the polyphonic, multi-perspectival novel. Bakhtin thus 

joins a host of other critics who overlook the existence of a large body of dramatic works that 

avoid the sorts of neat resolutions prescribed by tragic theory, whether classical or Romantic.8 

From the Romantic period, such works include Schiller’s Mary Stuart, Pushkin’s Little 

Tragedies and Boris Godunov, Musset’s Lorenzaccio, Büchner’s Danton’s Death and Woyzeck. 

These plays derive much of their emotional intensity and dramatic power from their authors’ 

refusal to follow both the homeopathic program prescribed by Aristotle and the redemptive 

mythologies of the Romantic mainstream. But does this mean that they tap into some original 

“Dionysian” spirit of tragedy, untamed by the harmonizing power of “Apollonian” form? (Such, 

it would seem, is Steiner’s view of “absolute tragedy.”) Or is each of them instead a projection of 

a novel and idiosyncratic authorial vision?  

The present study aims to address some of these questions through a comparative analysis of 

the works of Alexander Pushkin. Pushkin was a self-proclaimed sceptic in matters of literature.9 

                                                
7 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis, MN: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 17. 

8 Michelle Gellrich discusses possible reasons for the historical gap between tragic theory and 
practice in Tragedy and Theory: The Problem of Conflict since Aristotle (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1988). 

9 “I confess that in literature I am a sceptic (to say no worse) and that to me all its sects are equal, 
each exhibiting both good and bad sides.” Unpublished letter to The Moscow Herald. Tatiana Wolff, ed., 
Pushkin on Literature (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1986), 221. 
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Though deeply influenced by Romantic poets and theorists, he never subscribed to any one 

school or creed, creating of his highly diverse and accommodating body of work a kind of 

palimpsest that assimilated much of the literature of his time.10 At once an archaist and an 

innovator, a classicist and a Romantic, Pushkin also happened to be one of Russia’s most prolific 

tragedians (which did not make him any less “radiant and cheerful [zhizneradostnyi],” in Dmitry 

Merezhkovsky’s famous formulation).11 The generic variety of his tragic writings is astounding. 

They include narrative poems such as The Gypsies and The Bronze Horseman; the prose tale 

Queen of Spades; the novel-in-verse Eugene Onegin; dramatic works such as Boris Godunov and 

The Little Tragedies; numerous lyrical poems; and a large number of unfinished works, including 

The Water Nymph and Dubrovsky. None of these texts are tragedies in any traditional sense, nor 

do they project the sort of idealist vision that scholars like Cox associate with Romantic tragic 

drama. Experimental in form and often polemical in their intent, these works testify to Pushkin’s 

life-long interest in redefining the conventions and limits of tragedy.   

In taking up the subject of Pushkin’s development as a tragic writer, I depart in several 

important ways from previous scholarship. First, I am not limiting myself to Pushkin’s dramatic 

works; both in this dissertation and especially in the expanded manuscript which I hope will 

follow, I am concerned with the way “the tragic,” as a literary mode, appears across a variety of 

genres. Second, my study aims to situate Pushkin’s tragic works within a wider European context. 

Though I frequently allude to works by other Russian writers, and (in Chapter One especially) to 

specific events in Russian history that may have influenced Pushkin, I am more interested in the 

way Pushkin engages the main currents of European literature and thought, assimilating, 

analyzing, transforming them into something uniquely his own. Finally, as the title of my 

dissertation suggests, I deliberately avoid claiming that Pushkin possessed anything like a stable 

                                                
10 Oleg Proskurin writes about Pushkin’s work as a “shifting palimpsest” in Oleg Proskurin, Poeziia 

Pushkina, ili Podvizhnyi palimpsest (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 1999). 

11 Dmitrii Merezhkovskii, “Pushkin,” Pushkin v russkoi filosofskoi kritike. Konets XIX - pervaia 
polovina XX v., ed. R. A. Gal’tseva (Moscow: Kniga, 1990), 111. 
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tragic vision. Each text that I study is a product of different aesthetic, historical, and 

philosophical concerns; while a general preoccupation with such tragic themes as “fate and free 

will” and “the individual and society” do persist, Pushkin’s works are utterly unlike each other 

both in form and content. Moreover, I have tried, to the best of my ability, to highlight different 

approaches to the question of “vision.” In one chapter, I may identify a certain type of vision 

with a particular period of tragedy or historical worldview; in another, I focus on perspectival 

differences or on the way Pushkin explores problems of proximity and distance within a tragic 

framework. Thus, within a single poet’s body of work, I find not one but a variety of visions, few 

of which bear “the stamp of melancholy and reverie” that Pushkin’s contemporaries (much as 

scholars today) identified with Romanticism.12 

My dissertation focuses on three pivotal tragic works which Pushkin composed between the 

years 1824 and 1830. In Chapter One (“Tragedy in the Balkans”), I examine The Gypsies (1824), 

a hybrid work – part narrative poem, part drama – which marks a turning point away from the 

subjective Byronism of Pushkin’s Southern period. Though legend has it that the poem 

commemorates Pushkin’s real-life stay with a nomadic gypsy tribe in Bessarabia, I show that 

Pushkin’s real subject were the historical events that he witnessed during his exile in the Russian 

South. Pushkin’s exile coincided with the first phase of the Greek Wars of Independence, many 

of whose participants, including the leader of the Hetairists, General Alexander Ypsilantis, were, 

like the poet, stationed in the Moldovan town of Kishinev. Like other liberals of his time, 

Pushkin began by enthusiastically supporting the Greek struggle. However, over time, he became 

disenchanted with its failures and sought to understand what had gone wrong. The Gypsies, I 

                                                
12 See Pushkin’s letter to The Moscow Herald: “I saw that people take the general term ‘Romanticism’ 

to imply works bearing the stamp of melancholy and reverie and that, following this arbitrary definition, 
one of the most original writers of our time [Petr Viazemsky], who is not always right but who is always 
to be excused by the pleasure he gives his enchanted readers, did not hesitate to include Ozerov [a popular 
Russian dramatist] in the company of Romantic poets.” Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 222. In a 
postscript to this letter, written fifty years later (1876), Viazemsky observed: “at that time the meaning of 
Romanticism was not fully or firmly defined. Nor is it to this day.” Ibid., 224. I plan to treat the topic of 
Pushkin’s understanding of Romanticism more fully in my manuscript. 



 

 8 

argue, is a tragic narrative of displacement in which Pushkin traces the failures of the Greek 

cause and, more generally, of European liberalism to the Romantic ideology of Rousseau and his 

followers. Its hero Aleko appears, at first, as a typical Romantic who longs to escape the 

constraints of civilization. But as the story progresses we learn that the gypsy tribe he has joined 

hardly lives up to his utopian expectations. Through a hidden polemic with Rousseau’s 

influential Second Discourse (“On Inequality”), Pushkin deconstructs the utopian ideology of the 

Romantics and replaces it with a darker, more fatalistic vision. The open world of Romanticism 

gives way to the closed world of neoclassical tragedy as Pushkin debunks Rousseau with an 

unexpected turn back to Racine. 

The Gypsies was in many ways the culminating work of Pushkin’s Southern period, bringing 

it to a close while already hinting at what was to follow. In the Spring and Summer of 1824, 

Pushkin began to immerse himself in the study of Shakespeare, in whose dramatic works he 

found an altogether different type of Romanticism than that of Byron and other contemporaries.13 

At the same time, Pushkin began to take a more active interest in Russian history, first through 

Karamzin’s monumental History of the Russian State (volumes 10 and 11 of which appeared in 

1824), and later through the diligent study of original sources and documents. The result of this 

“historical turn” was Pushkin’s 1825 Comedy about Tsar Boris and Grishka Otrepyev (renamed 

upon its publication in 1830 to Boris Godunov). In Chapter Two (“History as Irony”), I examine 

the juxtaposition of narrative modes and perspectives in Pushkin’s “romantic tragedy.” Building 

on recent scholarship, I first isolate the different modes associated with Pushkin’s heroes, before 

turning to the question of Pushkin’s own historical and dramatic visions. Boris Godunov, I argue, 

is neither a tragedy nor a comedy (nor even a tragicomedy), but rather a historical drama written 

in the ironic mode. The vertiginous juxtaposition of perspectives and overprinting of words and 

                                                
13 Pushkin first read Shakespeare in the French translation of Pierre Letourneur, revised and supplied 

with commentary by the French historian François Guizot: William Shakespeare, Oeuvres complètes de 
Shakspeare, traduites de l’anglais par Letourneur. Nouvelle édition, revue et corrigée par F. Guizot et A. 
P., traducteur de Lord Byron (Paris: 1821). Later in his life, Pushkin acquired basic reading competence 
in English and was able to read Shakespeare in the original. 
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images in Boris Godunov encourages a more distanced, ironic viewing experience. But can such 

an experience satisfy theater audiences? Isolating the different types of irony employed in Boris 

Godunov (“rhetorical,” “cosmic,” “Romantic”), I conclude that the delayed appreciation of the 

play may have been due to the incompatibility between irony and the sorts of unifying, ritualistic 

experiences that both the neoclassicists and the Romantics identified with the theater. 

The difficulty Pushkin encountered in publishing (to speak nothing of staging) Boris 

Godunov may have turned him away from “big” historical drama toward the more intimate 

chamber poetics of his “little” tragedies. Composed in quick succession while the poet was 

quarantined in the country from a raging epidemic of cholera morbus, The Little Tragedies 

explore themes of love and death, erotic fulfillment and pathological longing. Due to the 

palimpsestic nature of Pushkin’s plays, they can be read on many levels: they are philosophical 

problem plays in the spirit of Molière and Diderot; psychological case studies or anatomies of 

the modern self; autobiographical vignettes in which Pushkin looks back over his troubled past 

on the eve of marriage. They are also, I argue in Chapter Three (“Sublime and Grotesque”), 

investigations of the sublime, an aesthetic concept theorized by Enlightenment philosophers such 

as Edmund Burke, who believed that certain painful and terrifying phenomena may bring delight 

if they are experienced from a distance. In the late 1820s and 1830s, a darker, more infernal 

mode of the sublime was being explored by the French “frenetic” school, a group of young 

writers influenced by the works of the Marquis de Sade. Raising questions about the relationship 

between aesthetics and ethics, artistic creation and moral transgression, The Little Tragedies 

respond to the new sensibility cultivated by these young radicals. 

This dissertation, therefore, represents an attempt to challenge reigning theories of tragedy in 

the Romantic period through a re-examination of the works of Alexander Pushkin. The decision 

to temporarily limit my investigation to the years 1824-1830, while guided by practical concerns, 

is significant, for this period was critical for the popularization of Romanticism in Europe (much 

of which took the form of debates about tragedy). It follows immediately upon Stendhal’s 

programmatic essay Racine and Shakespeare (1823), and concludes with the scandals 
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surrounding the première of Victor Hugo’s Hernani at the Comédie Française (1830). Pushkin 

followed these developments with great interest. And yet, as the following chapters will suggest, 

he always sought to pave his own way, taking up many of the same challenges as those faced by 

his European contemporaries, but coming up with a rather different set of solutions. The restless 

process of re-evaluation and re-vision that stands behind all of his creative work is both a source 

of inspiration for and the real subject of my study. 
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Chapter One: Tragedy in the Balkans 

 

Among the many colorful escapades that Pushkin is said to have taken part in during his famed 

Southern exile were the several weeks that he spent among a nomadic gypsy tribe in Moldavia. 

According to an oral account passed on to her nephew by Pushkin’s Kishinev acquaintance 

Ekaterina Zakhar’evna Stamo (née Ralli), the twenty-two year old Pushkin was accompanying 

Stamo’s brother Konstantin on a visit to the Ralli estate at Dolna when he met and fell madly in 

love with a beautiful gypsy girl named Zemfira. The daughter of the respected tribe elder (buli-

basha), Zemfira was a tall girl with large black eyes and long undulating braids who dressed like 

a man, wore colorful trousers (sharovary), and who smoked a pipe. Pushkin was so enchanted by 

Zemfira’s beauty that he asked Konstantin if he could stay with the tribe. And so he settled there 

for several weeks, during which time he and Zemfira could be seen strolling together in the 

woods, holding each other’s hands, and, unable to speak the same tongue, communicating by 

pantomime. This idyll came to an abrupt end when Pushkin began to suspect Zemfira of 

infidelity. Waking up one morning to learn that Zemfira had run off with a young gypsy, Pushkin 

followed her as far as the next village, but, unable to find her, had no choice but to return alone 

to Kishinev. It was several years later that he received a letter from Konstantin informing him of 

Zemfira’s brutal murder at the hands of her new lover. The tragic episode became the “real-life” 

seed that soon flowered into Pushkin’s great narrative poem The Gypsies (1824).1 

Stamo’s exotic tale of illicit love, jealousy, and murder has understandably raised a few 

critical eyebrows. While earlier scholars thought that it “corresponds rather well with the truth,” 

                                                
1 Z. K. Ralli-Arbure, “Iz semeinykh vospominanii ob A. S. Pushkine,” Minuvshie gody 7 (July 1908), 

1-6. 
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more recent critics have pointed to problems that undermine the veracity of Stamo’s story.2 To 

begin with, Konstantin, who Stamo says was a close friend of Pushkin’s during the poet’s stay in 

Kishinev, could not have possibly led the trip to Dolna, being at the time only ten years of age. 

Even if it was not Konstantin but one of his older brothers, Ivan or Mikhail, that accompanied 

Pushkin, Stamo’s romanticized portrayal of the gypsies rubs against all historical and 

ethnographic knowledge of their life and customs. As Pushkin knew well, the impoverished (in 

fact, enslaved) Moldavian gypsies were highly contemptuous of outsiders, whom they called 

gadje, and would never have welcomed an intruder into one of their camps (to speak nothing of 

their beds). Stamo’s portrait of Zemfira, whom she describes as wearing “a rich necklace made 

of old silver and gold coins,” a gift from one of her many suitors, is improbable not only because 

of the wretched state of the gypsies in that period but also because of the high moral value the 

gypsies placed on female chastity and modesty. It would have been unthinkable for an unmarried 

gypsy girl to risk being regarded as permanently mahrime (“polluted”) by accepting the sexual 

advances of an outsider. It would have been outright scandalous for such behavior to be not only 

condoned but encouraged by the girl’s father, in this case the respected buli-basha. 

Seen from this light, the fantastic tale of Pushkin’s stay with the gypsies appears almost 

certainly apocryphal; and yet, I believe it highlights some of the common difficulties that readers 

have faced in approaching Pushkin’s last Southern poema. The Gypsies has often been regarded 

as a watershed work for Pushkin, one that marked his break with the peculiar brand of 

Romanticism that he inherited from Lord Byron. But as Stamo’s apparent eagerness to project 

                                                
2 P. E. Shchegolev’s view is cited approvingly in B. Trubetskoi, Pushkin v Moldavii (Kishinev: 1949), 

97. More skeptical accounts are: Leighton Brett Cooke, “Puškin and the Femme Fatale: Jealousy in 
Cygany,” California Slavic Studies, vol. 14 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); N. G. 
Demeter, Istoriia tsygan: novyi vzgliad (Voronezh: IPF Voronezh, 2000); Oleg Proskurin, “Russkii poet, 
nemetskii uchenyi i bessarabskie brodiagi (chto Pushkin znal o tsyganakh i pochemu skryl ot chetatelei 
svoi priznaniia),” Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie 123 (2013). 
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the fictional plot of The Gypsies onto Pushkin’s biography seems to suggest, the semiotic context 

within which the poem was written and read was still in large part defined by the codes and 

conventions that we associate with Byron’s “Eastern Tales” and Pushkin’s own earlier “Southern 

Poems.” In fact, The Gypsies presents a collision of two distinct genres, or rather two poetic 

modes – one subjective and lyrical, the other objective and dramatic. While the lyrical mode 

encourages readers to draw connections between the author’s personal experiences and the 

events of the plot, the dramatic mode is characterized by a distanced authorial perspective and 

makes a gesture toward universalization. It is, in part, the uneasy co-existence of these two 

modes that lends The Gypsies its power and novelty. It also makes the poem a perfect case study 

for examining the changing status of tragedy in the Romantic period. What happens to the 

Romantic narrative poem when it takes on the form and topoi of traditional tragedy? What effect 

is achieved by the fusion of the lyrical and the dramatic? What is the relationship between the 

private experience of tragedy and its publicization in a work of literature? Finally, what does The 

Gypsies tell us about the development of Pushkin’s own tragic vision? Only by connecting the 

biographical, philosophical, and literary contexts that helped shape Pushkin’s poem can we begin 

to address some of these larger questions. 

 

i. “Accursed city Kishinev!” 

Begun in Odessa in January of 1824, The Gypsies was completed in October of the same year at 

Pushkin’s family estate in Mikhailovskoe. The process of writing the poem was not continuous, 

for Pushkin was simultaneously working on Chapter Three of his novel in verse Eugene Onegin. 

Critics have yet to unearth the many connections that link these two texts.3 While such an 
                                                

3 The only such attempt that I am aware of was made by Stephanie Sandler in Distant Pleasures: 
Alexander Pushkin and the Writing of Exile (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1989), 183-211. 
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analysis is outside the scope of my study, I simply note that, if The Gypsies represents the 

dramatization of the Byronic poem, in Chapter Three, Pushkin begins to take advantage of the 

dramatic potential of the novel, for it is the first part of Eugene Onegin to make use of dialogue.4 

Yet whereas the dialogue in Chapter Three of Eugene Onegin was largely comic (indeed, at this 

early stage, the novel resembled a sort of Romantic comedy of manners), in The Gypsies Pushkin 

was clearly drawing on the tradition of classical tragedy.  

In fact, there are good reasons to believe that Pushkin’s new interest in tragedy during this 

period was connected to the historical events then unfolding in its birthplace, Greece. 

Encouraged by revolutions in Spain and Italy in 1820, the radical faction of the Philike Hetairia, 

a secret organization of Greek nationalists, urged its leader Alexander Ypsilantis to spearhead a 

revolt in the Rumanian Principalities in the hope of overthrowing Ottoman rule and winning the 

Greeks their independence. Though reluctant at first, Ypsilantis decided that he could use the 

revolt to enlist the help of the Balkan peoples and, more importantly, the Russians. On February 

21, 1821, his army crossed the river Pruth into the Moldavian capital Jassy, whereupon he issued 

a proclamation alleging the support of “a great power” (Russia) and urging his countrymen to 

rise up against the Ottoman tyrants. Pushkin, who was acquainted with Ypsilantis and other 

Hetairists in Kishinev, wrote enthusiastically about the events in a letter to a friend: “I am 

informing you of occurrences which will have consequences not only for our land, but for all of 

Europe. Greece has revolted and proclaimed her freedom…. The rapture of men’s minds has 

                                                
4 It is important to draw a distinction between the types of speech one finds in, on the one hand, 

Eugene Onegin and The Gypsies, and, on the other, Byron’s “Eastern Tales” and Pushkin’s earlier 
“Southern Poems.” Speech in Byron tends towards the monologue: usually limited to a set piece, an 
emotional outburst, rather than the more “natural” repartee one finds in most works of drama. Dialogue in 
Onegin and The Gypsies is true dramatic dialogue.  
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reached the highest pitch, thoughts are directed to one theme, the independence of the ancient 

fatherland.”5 

Pushkin’s enthusiastic support for the Greek cause reflected a desire shared by many 

Europeans to return Greece to her former glory. According to Demetrios J. Farsola, the 

Philhellenic movement that developed in the wake of the Greek Revolution was “the greatest 

expression of liberalism in the period of reaction,” enlisting among its supporters such prominent 

writers as Shelley, Byron, Goethe, Chateaubriand, Alfred de Vigny, Alexander Dumas, and 

Victor Hugo.6 “We are all Greeks – our laws, our literature, our religion, our arts have their root 

in Greece,” Shelley wrote at the time. “But for Greece – Rome, the instructor, the conqueror, or 

the metropolis of our ancestors, would have spread no illumination with her arms, and we might 

still have been savages and idolaters.”7 Byron’s name, especially, has become forever tied to the 

Greek War of Independence; and yet, it bears remembering that it was only two years later, in 

1823, that Byron made his fateful decision to join the Greek struggle. Still, Byron’s influence 

may be felt in Pushkin’s response to the revolt, for it was Byron’s promotion of the Romantic 

cult of the “great man” (itself inspired by his life-long idealization of Napoleon) that led Pushkin 

to see the Greek leader Ypsilantis as the latest incarnation of the Byronic hero. “The first step of 

Alexander Ypsilanti is excellent and brilliant,” Pushkin wrote to a friend. “He has begun luckily. 

                                                
5 Letter to V. L. Davydov (?), March, 1821. Alexander Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 

trans. J. Thomas Shaw (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1967), 79-80. On the subject of 
Pushkin and Greece, see Demetrios J. Farsolas, “Alexander Pushkin: His Attitude Toward the Greek 
Revolution, 1821-1829,” Balkan Studies 12.1 (1971); and Demetrios J. Farsolas, “The Greek Revolution 
in the Principalities as Seen by Alexander Pushkin,” Neo-Hellenika II (1975). 

6 Farsolas, “The Greek Revolution in the Principalities as Seen by Alexander Pushkin,” 98. 

7 From the “Preface” to Hellas (1821). Donald H. Reiman and Sharon B. Powers, eds., Shelley’s 
Poetry and Prose (New York: W. W. Norton, 1977), 409. Hellas was dedicated to Prince Alexandros 
Mavrokordatos, one of the political leaders in the Greek struggle. 
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And, dead, or a conqueror, from now on he belongs to history – 28 years old, an arm torn off, a 

magnanimous goal! An enviable lot.”8 Indeed so eager was Pushkin to share in Ypsilantis’s glory 

that he even wrote to the general expressing his wish to volunteer for his army.9 It was also 

around this time that Pushkin wrote his exuberant poem “War” (“Война”), in which he 

wondered whether the sight of battle will awaken in him “the blind passion for glory […] the 

thirst for death, fierce fervor of heroes” (“слепая славы страсть […] жажда гибели, свирепый 

жар героев”) (II: 166).10  

But Pushkin’s support for the Greek cause was also bolstered by the political climate in 

Kishinev. “Accursed city Kishinev,” which Pushkin had contrasted, unfavorably, to the Biblical 

Sodom,11 was in reality a hotbed of political activity. In addition to its large Greek population, 

which included the Hetairists, Kishinev was then home to leading figures in Russia’s liberal and 

intellectual circles, and it was in the company of men like M. F. Orlov, K. A. Okhotnikov, P. S. 

Pushchin, and V. F. Raevsky, all members of the secret Union of Well-being (Soiuz 

blagodenstviia), that Pushkin discussed the latest political news and speculated about its meaning 

for Russia. While opinions differed on the specifics, the liberals were united in their hope that the 

success of the Greek campaign would bring positive change to Russia. For the more radical 

among them, like Orlov, the prospect of Russia’s intervention on the side of the Greeks was part 

                                                
8 Letter to V. L. Davydov (?), March, 1821. Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 81. 

9 Farsolas, “Alexander Pushkin,” 66. 

10 Unless otherwise noted, all citations of Pushkin’s poetry are taken from the following edition: 
Alexander Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 17 vols. (Leningrad: 1937-1959). On Pushkin’s 
preparations for war see his March 23, 1821, letter to A. A. Delvig and March 24, 1821, letter to N. I. 
Gnedich. To Delvig he wrote: “I arrived in Kishinev not long ago, and I am abandoning blessed 
Bessarabia soon – there are countries more blessed. Idle peace is not the best state of life.” Pushkin, The 
Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 83. 

11 Letter to F. F. Vigel, November 24, 1823. Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 139-140. 
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of a larger scheme to bring revolution to their homeland. Having arrived in Kishinev in the 

summer of 1820 to take charge of the 16th infantry division, Orlov immediately set to work on 

realizing his ambitions. He surrounded himself with supporters, weeded out opposition, and 

made contacts with the leading Hetairists. According to the testimony of one contemporary 

historian, Orlov even made arrangements with Ypsilantis to the effect that, if Orlov’s 

unsanctioned intervention in the Greek struggle caused him to fall out of favor with the Russian 

tsar, he would be given a base in Moldavia to wage war against “the government in 

Petersburg.”12 What Orlov was thus advocating amounted to revolution and civil war. As he 

wrote in a letter to A. N. Raevsky upon taking charge of his division, “16 thousand armed, 36 

cannons and 6 Cossack regiments. One can have a merry time with these numbers” (“16 тысяч 

под ружьем, 36 орудий и 6 полков казачьих. С этим можно пошутить”).13 

“Our home is the site of endless loud debates – philosophical, political, literary, and others,” 

wrote Orlov’s wife, Ekaterina Nikolaevna, in a letter to her brother,14 and as we learn from her 

other letters, one of the most outspoken participants in these debates was the young Pushkin. 

“We meet very often with Pushkin, who comes to argue with my husband about all sorts of 

subjects,” she wrote on November 23, 1821. “His latest hobbyhorse is the project for perpetual 

peace by the abbé Saint-Pierre.”15 We shall return to this letter again shortly, for it points to a 

philosophical source that is important for a full understanding of The Gypsies. For now, let us 

note that Pushkin’s friendship with Orlov and other men in his circle played a decisive role in 

                                                
12 Qtd. in Iu. M. Lotman, Pushkin (St. Petersburg: Isskustvo-SPB, 1997), 75. 

13 Qtd. in I. Iovva, Iuzhnye dekabristy i grecheskoe natsional’no-osvoboditel’noe dvizhenie (Kishinev: 
1963), 61. 

14 M. O. Gershenzon, Istoriia molodoi Rossii (Moscow: 1923), 34. 

15 Ibid. 
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shaping his own political outlook. Indeed so ardent was Pushkin’s political fervor in this period 

that, according to Yuri Lotman, he became “a true exponent of political ideas tied to the more 

radical elements in the 1821-1822 phase of the Decembrist movement.”16 Some of Pushkin’s 

more extreme political views have been preserved by his Kishinev acquaintance Pavel Ivanovich 

Dolgorukov. On April 30, 1822, Dolgorukov recorded in his diary: “Pushkin is criticizing the 

government, landowners, speaks sharply, resolutely.” On May 27 he writes, Pushkin “released 

the following syllogism: ‘Formerly people rose up against one another, now the King of Naples 

is at war with his people, the King of Prussia is at war with his people, the King of Spain – 

likewise; it is not hard to see which side will be victorious.’” And again on July 20:  

 
Pushkin flared up, went mad and lost all self-control. Finally, he let fly accusations at all 
levels of society. The civil servants are scoundrels and thieves, the generals are for the 
most part beasts, only the class of land workers is worthy of respect. Pushkin was 
especially harsh on the Russian gentry. All of them should be hanged, and if ever the day 
will come, he will be happy to tie the knots.17  

 

The extremity of these views shows how much Pushkin was swayed by the surrounding political 

climate. But as the situation in the Balkans and in Kishinev took a turn for the worse, his initial 

optimism quickly gave way to disillusionment.  

Despite a brilliant beginning, the Greek movement never won the support of the Russian tsar, 

who feared that a conflict with the Ottoman Empire would open a breach in the Holy Alliance. 

Left to themselves, the Hetairists succumbed to dissention and were soon overpowered by the far 

better armed Turks. By the Fall of 1821, the Turks had retaken Wallachia, and Ypsilantis was 

compelled to lay down arms and to seek refuge in Austria (where he was summarily arrested and 

                                                
16 Lotman, Pushkin, 77. 

17 Qtd. in V. E. Vatsuro, ed., Pushkin v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov, 2 vols. (Moscow: 1974), I: 
360-361. 
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thrown in a dungeon). Though the revolution would go on for another eight years, eventually 

winning the Greeks their coveted independence, many among the Philhellenes grew increasingly 

skeptical about the success of the struggle. 

Things fared no better for Pushkin’s friends in Kishinev. Alexander I began to monitor the 

activities of the Kishinev circle in 1821, after receiving a denunciation about Orlov and the 

Union of Well-being from one of the Union’s former members, M. K. Gribovsky.18 Over the 

next two years, Orlov’s circle was systematically infiltrated and dismantled, starting with the 

November, 1821, closure of the masonic lodge “Ovid” (to which Pushkin belonged) and ending 

with the dismissal of Orlov and the arrest of Pushkin’s close friend V. F. Raevsky. According to 

Lotman, the dismantling of the Kishinev circle coincided with the beginning of a critical period 

in the evolution of Decembrism. A new theme is introduced in the Decembrists’ thought, which 

now centers on the unbridgeable gap separating the revolutionary leader and the people: “The 

individualistic Romantic hero was rebuked for his egoism and his inability to understand the 

people, and the people – for their slavish resignation. The enlightenment idea of innate goodness 

and reason was entirely subjected to doubt. All this gave rise to tragic sentiments in a number of 

Decembrists.”19 

Yet for all its pathos, the poetry of the Decembrists remained full of civic optimism, as 

illustrated by Kontratii Ryleev’s epistle to Alexander Bestuzhev, which preceded the narrative 

poem Voinarovsky.20 A far more tragic sense of life begins to permeate the correspondence and 

poetry of Pushkin. Pushkin’s letters from this period suggest an utter disenchantment with the 

                                                
18 Iovva, Iuzhnye dekabristy i grecheskoe natsional’no-osvoboditel’noe dvizhenie, 67. 

19 Lotman, Pushkin, 86. 

20 This poem was written in 1823, at the height of the liberals’ crisis. On January 12, 1824, Pushkin 
wrote to Bestuzhev expressing his admiration for Ryleev’s poem. 
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Greek revolution and especially with the Greek people. “Nothing has yet been so much of a 

people as the Greek affair,” Pushkin writes to one of his friends, observing, however, that the 

people, “for the main part, are self-centered, uncomprehending, light-minded, ignorant, stubborn; 

an old truth which all the same bears repeating.” Having been accused by his friend for being “an 

enemy of the liberation of Greece and an advocate of Turkish slavery,” Pushkin responds:  

 
We have seen these new Leonides in the streets of Odessa and Kishinev – we are 
personally acquainted with a number of them, we attest to their complete worthlessness 
– they have found the art of being dull even at the moment when conversation with 
them ought to interest every European – not the slightest idea of the art of war, no 
concept of honor, no enthusiasm … they will endure anything, even the blows of a cane, 
with composure worthy of Themistocles. I am neither a barbarian nor an apostle of the 
Koran, the cause of Greece interests me acutely; this is just why I become indignant 
when I see these poor wretches invested with the sacred office of defenders of liberty.21  

 

Thus Pushkin’s attitude towards the Greeks shifted from admiration to derision. By June, 1824, 

he could write to Petr Viazemsky: “It is unforgivable puerility that all enlightened European 

peoples should be raving about Greece. The Jesuits have talked our heads off about Themistocles 

and Pericles, and we have come to imagine that a nasty people, made up of bandits and 

shopkeepers, are their legitimate descendants and heirs of their school-fame.”22  

Pushkin was not the only poet to be disillusioned with the Greeks. As early as September, 

1821, Shelley wrote to his friend Horatio Smith: “All public attention is now centered on the 

wonderful revolution in Greece. I dare not, after the events of last winter, hope that slaves can 

become freemen so cheaply….”23 Still, it is hard to think of any contemporary writer whose 

                                                
21 See the two letters to Vasily Lvovich Davydov (?) in Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 

166-167. 

22 Ibid., 161.  

23 See Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley ed. Frederick L. Jones (Oxford: 
1964), II: 350. 



 

 21 

disenchantment was as complete as Pushkin’s and had as profound an effect on their poetry. 

“From about 1823, a change was evident in [Pushkin’s] political poetry,” observes Farsolas, “a 

new note of skepticism was heard, skepticism both with respect to the successful outcome of any 

revolutionary movement and with respect to the genuine determination of the peoples to achieve 

freedom.”24 It is around this time that Pushkin writes some of his most bitter verses: “Demon” 

(“Демон”), “My carefree ignorance…” (“Мое беспечное незнанье…”), “Sower of Freedom in 

the Wilderness…” (“Свободы сеятель пустынный…”) – all of which speak to the poet’s 

political disillusionment. Two related subjects are introduced in these poems: the awareness of 

betrayal (izmena), and a concern with the poet’s loss of faith in the people; both subjects are 

treated in a long series of poems on the key Romantic theme of “Poet and Crowd.”25 In “My 

carefree ignorance…,” Pushkin imagines being visited by a “cunning demon,” whose cynical 

outlook forces him to see the world with fresh eyes: 

 
Взглянул на мир я взором ясным  
И изумился в тишине;  
Ужели он казался мне  
Столь величавым и прекрасным? (II: 293) 

 
(And I glanced at the world with clear eyes and marveled in silence; Had it really seemed 
to me so majestic and beautiful?) 

 

The vanity of his youthful dreams becomes apparent as the poet directs his gaze on the people, 

who turn out to be “arrogant,” “base,” “cruel,” “fickle,” “foolish,” “cowardly,” “vain,” and 

                                                
24 Farsolas, “Alexander Pushkin,” 73. 

25 In addition to the poems mentioned above, this series includes the programmatic “Conversation 
between the Bookseller and the Poet” (“Разговор книгопродавца с поэтом,” 1824) and “Poet and 
Crowd” (“Поэт и толпа,” 1828). 
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“cold.” The poet now compares the people to a herd of cattle; they ignore his calls for freedom 

and are therefore doomed to live out their lives under the yoke of tyranny: 

 
Вы правы, мудрые народы,  
К чему свободы вольный клич!  
Стадам не нужен дар свободы,  
Их должно резать или стричь,  
Наследство их из рода в роды  
Ярмо с гремушками да бич. (II: 293) 

 
(You are right, wise people, what need is there for the free cry of liberty! Herds have no 
need for the gift of freedom, they should be slaughtered or shorn; their bequest from 
generation to generation is a yoke with rattles and а whip.) 
 

Though “My carefree ignorance…” remained unfinished, Pushkin used a variant of its final lines 

in “Sower of Freedom in the Wilderness…,” “an imitation of a fable by the moderate democrat 

Jesus Christ [Mark 4: 3-9],” as he calls the poem in a December 1, 1823, letter to Alexander 

Turgenev. In the same letter Pushkin also quotes from his 1821 ode on the death of Napoleon, 

referring to it dismissively as “my last liberalistic delirium.”26 

It was in this mood and against this background that, in January, 1824, Pushkin first sat down 

to work on The Gypsies.27 No mere exotic tale of the kind expected by Stamo, The Gypsies is an 

example of what Jerome McGann has called “dramas of displacement,” works in which “the 

actual [i.e., topical] human issues with which poetry is concerned are resituated in a variety of 

                                                
26 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 145-146. The draft of this letter is even more telling: 

“This is my last liberalistic delirium. The other day I repented and, looking at Western Europe [Italy and 
Spain] and around me [Greece], I turned to the Gospel and wrote this parable in imitation of the fable by 
Jesus” (emphasis mine). 

27 Pushkin had intended to write about the failed uprising of Ypsilantis as early as 1821-1822, when 
he set down a plan for an unrealized poem about the Hetairists. The subject would occupy him well into 
the 1830s (see, for example, the short story “Kirdzhali”). 
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idealized localities.”28 Other examples of such works in the Romantic period include Byron’s 

The Island (1823) and Shelley’s “lyric drama” Hellas (1822), two texts that, in their own way, 

responded to contemporary political events. Yet while Byron and Shelley used exotic localities 

as an Ideal against which the insufficiencies of the political and cultural present could be 

measured and judged,29 in The Gypsies, Pushkin questions the very premises upon which such 

ideals are based, offering instead a critique of the “Romantic ideology” that inspired them. As we 

shall see, The Gypsies explains the tragic failure of European liberalism by tracing it back to its 

philosophical origins in the Enlightenment. But it was in the unlikely meeting between Rousseau 

and Racine that Pushkin found the recipe for a peculiarly modern work of tragedy. 

 

ii. “Silver-tongued madcap” 

The Gypsies was “Pushkin’s first work with profound philosophical content,” writes Nikolai 

Fridman,30 and Lotman maintains that “any reader familiar with the main theme of eighteenth-

century enlightenment sociology will be struck by connections between The Gypsies and a whole 

sphere of ideas from the ‘age of philosophy.’”31 Pushkin’s text is constructed around a set of 

conceptual antinomies – civilization and nature, reason and passion, necessity and freedom – 

which lends it a philosophical and universalist character. Such antinomies were a staple of 

eighteenth-century philosophical prose (e.g., Voltaire’s contes philosophiques and 

                                                
28 Jerome J. McGann, The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1983), 1. 

29 Ibid., 126. 

30 N. V. Fridman, Romantizm v tvorchestve A. S. Pushkina (Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1980), 111. 

31 Iu. M. Lotman and Z. Mints, “‘Chelovek prirody’ v russkoi literature XIX veka i ‘Tsyganskaia 
tema’ u Bloka,” Blokovskii sbornik: trudy nauchnoi konferentsii, posviashchennoi izucheniiu zhizni i 
tvorchestva A. A. Bloka, mai 1962 g. (Tartu: 1964), 103. 



 

 24 

Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes), which often satirized modern society by contrasting it to some 

displaced or unrealized Ideal. Especially notable in The Gypsies, however, is the presence of a 

dialogue between Pushkin and Rousseau. It was the ideas of Rousseau, more than any other 

philosopher, that Pushkin believed had the most profound impact on modern society. It was also 

to Rousseau that he traced the origins of its latest crisis. 

Though Pushkin would have been familiar with Rousseau’s sentimentalist fiction from his 

Karamzinian youth, it was only under the influence of political events in Western Europe and in 

the Balkans that he undertook a serious study of his philosophy.32 Among the works by Rousseau 

that Pushkin read in this period are the Confessions, the First and Second Discourses, Émile, and 

the Jugement du Projet de paix perpétuelle de Monsieur l'Abbé de Saint-Pierre.33 Rousseau was, 

of course, a darling of the liberals, at least one of whom, Pushkin’s close friend V. F. Raevsky, 

boasted of having learned The Social Contract by rote, “like the letters of the alphabet.”34 The 

liberals saw Rousseau primarily as a philosopher of revolution, someone whose words had a 

special resonance in the context of the events then unfolding in Europe. By contrast, Pushkin 

seems to have developed a much more ambivalent attitude toward the famous Swiss Citizen, 

appropriating his views for a number of his most Romantic poems, but also faulting Rousseau for 

having inspired some of modern man’s more harmful illusions. 

Pushkin’s extant remarks about Rousseau are almost invariably ironic. He is alternatively 

“the apostle of our rights” and “a little boy […] who never won a single battle,”35 and on at least 
                                                

32 See B. M. Tomashevskii, Pushkin i Frantsiia (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1960), 95-96, 132-140. 

33 See Lotman, Pushkin, 363; M. P. Alekseev, “Pushkin i problema ‘Vechnogo mira’,” Pushkin: 
sravnitel’no-istoricheskie issledovaniia (Leningrad: Nauka, 1984).  

34 Qtd. in P. E. Shchegolev, Dekabristy (Moscow: 1926), 13. 

35 The first quote appears in a draft to Chapter 4 of Eugene Onegin (VI: 235); the second, from 
Pushkin’s note on St. Pierre (XII: 189). 
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two occasions Pushkin accuses Rousseau of lying. Defending his approach to poetry as a “trade” 

in a March, 1823, letter to Viazemsky, Pushkin writes, “Rousseau was lying and not for the first 

time, when he asserted que c’est le plus vil des métiers. Pas plus vil qu’un autre”;36 and in 

another letter, also to Viazemsky, he suggests that Rousseau deliberately dissimulated in his 

Confessions.37 Ironic references to Rousseau also appear in Eugene Onegin, the first chapters of 

which were written in 1823. In Onegin I.24 Rousseau is called a “silver-tongued madcap” 

(“красноречивый сумасброд”) who looks down on his friend Grimm for the fastidious care the 

latter takes in filing his fingernails. It has also been suggested that Pushkin parodied the tutor 

from Rousseau’s Émile in the character of Eugene’s French tutor, the ridiculous and inept 

Monsieur l’Abbé.38 

But Pushkin’s most sustained critique of Rousseau was reserved for The Gypsies. Though 

scholars have often remarked upon this or that aspect of Pushkin’s dialogue with Rousseau in 

this poem, their analyses have mostly stayed to the surface, failing to register some of the finer 

points in the dialogue. Part of the problem is that their approach has lacked focus. In examining 

Pushkin’s treatment of Rousseauist themes like the social contract and the noble savage, they 

have looked to Rousseau’s philosophy as a whole rather than to any specific source text. Yet we 

can be fairly sure that Pushkin had one work, the Second Discourse (“On Inequality”), especially 

in mind as he was writing The Gypsies. As the following analysis aims to show, it was the 

                                                
36 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 111. 

37 Letter to Viazemsky, November, 1823. Ibid., 263. 

38 Lotman, Pushkin, 363. 
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Second Discourse’s connection of public welfare to private passions that provided Pushkin with 

many of the themes for his philosophical tragedy.39 

“It is of man that I am to speak,” writes Rousseau, and indeed, of all his political texts, the 

Second Discourse is the most concerned with such human issues as love, jealousy, the relations 

between men, and the causes of their unhappiness.40 Rousseau’s argument revolves around the 

familiar contrast between men of civilization and men of nature, its novelty consisting in 

Rousseau’s unambiguous preference for the latter. Civilized man, according to Rousseau, lacks 

the vigor of his primitive ancestor, having been sapped of his strength by the twin evils of labor 

and luxury. Whereas the savage lives in harmony with nature, enjoying the benefits of its gifts 

and ignorant of any restrictions on his freedom, civilized man has inflicted misery upon himself 

by entering into a state of society that deforms his natural character and subjects him to universal 

dependence. 

A key distinction in the Second Discourse, which will have a lasting influence on later 

philosophers, from Hegel to Alexander Kojève, is that between the savage’s needs and the 

enlightened man’s passions. “Regardless of what the Moralists may say about it,” writes 

Rousseau, “the human understanding owes much to the Passions which, as is commonly 

                                                
39 The connection between The Gypsies and Rousseau’s Second Discourse was first made by Yuri 

Lotman, whose brief aside on the influence of this treatise unfortunately remained undeveloped. See ibid. 
Lotman discusses The Gypsies in two other articles: Iu. M. Lotman, “Istoki ‘tolstovskogo napravleniia’ v 
russkoi literature 1830-kh godov,” Izbrannye stat’i (Tallinn: Aleksandra, 1993), esp. 50-59; Lotman and 
Mints, “‘Chelovek prirody’ v russkoi literature XIX veka i ‘Tsyganskaia tema’ u Bloka.” The topic was 
examined in greater detail by Thomas Barran; however, like other critics, Barran is more interested in the 
idea of social contract and fails to detect in Rousseau’s treatment of the passions the spring around which 
Pushkin turns his tragedy. See Thomas Barran, Russia Reads Rousseau, 1762-1825 (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2002), 300-308. 

40  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Discourses and Other Early Political Writings, trans. Victor 
Gourevitch (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1997), 131. All subsequent citations from 
Rousseau will be given parenthetically. 
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admitted, also owe much to it” (140). Deprived of every sort of enlightenment, driven only by 

the simplest impulsions of Nature, savage man lives “in the calm of the passions.” By contrast, 

the man of civilization is constantly at the mercy of his passions, which bring him misery and 

incline him to violence. The more violent the passions, writes Rousseau, the more necessary are 

laws to contain them. And yet, Rousseau asks whether these very laws do not rather serve to 

inflame the passions. 

Love serves for Rousseau as the prime example of the way society, its institutions and laws, 

only increases the “impetuous ardor” caused by the passions. “Among the passions that stir 

man’s heart, there is one that is ardent, impetuous, and makes one sex necessary to the other, a 

terrible passion that braves all dangers, overcomes all obstacles, and in its frenzy seems liable to 

destroy Mankind which it is destined to preserve” (154-155). Rousseau distinguishes between 

the physical and moral aspects of love, calling the latter “a factitious sentiment; born of social 

practice” (155). Whereas the physical aspect is the general desire that moves one sex to unite 

with the other, the moral aspect is what gives love its distinctive character by focusing it 

exclusively on a single object. Limited to the physical aspect alone, primitive men make no 

claims on one another, “and hence have fewer and less cruel quarrels among themselves” (ibid.). 

By contrast, the proprietary bonds that define social relations among men and women in 

enlightened societies stir up feelings of jealousy and rivalry and result in the many acts of 

vengeance (“Duels, Murders, and worse”) that are the endless cause of private suffering.  

Rousseau’s primitive utopia is a world without industry, without ties, without wars and, 

importantly, without laws, for, he writes, “It is neither the growth of enlightenment nor the curb 

of the Law, but the calm of the passions and the ignorance of vice that keep [savage men] from 

evil-doing” (151-152). Rousseau traces the origin of our passions, and hence the need for laws, 

to a single root evil: the idea of property. It is our need to distinguish ourselves through the 
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accumulation of property that gives rise to greed, jealousy, affectation, and amour-propre, 

spreading inequality among men and causing them to engage in violence. By contrast, Rousseau 

claims that the savages “had not the slightest notion of thine and mine, or any genuine idea of 

justice,” and looked on any violence they might suffer “as an easily repaired harm rather than as 

a punishable injury” (154). Here again Rousseau illustrates his point through the example of 

conjugal love. While in the primitive state of society men lived “without Houses or Huts or 

property of any kind” (145), males and females united fortuitously, and everyone bedded down 

at random, the need to accumulate property caused men to form close-knit family units and to 

protect these units through impetuous acts of violence. “A tender and sweet sentiment steals into 

the soul, and at the least obstacle becomes an impetuous frenzy, jealousy awakens together with 

love; Discord triumphs, and the gentlest of passions receives sacrifices of human blood” (165). 

The family becomes for Rousseau both the source of “the sweetest sentiments known to man” 

(164) – that is, conjugal and paternal love – and the symbolic locus of his private tragedies. This 

complex symbolic function that the family plays in his philosophy will be important to keep in 

mind as we now turn our attention to The Gypsies. 

The Gypsies opens with a colorful description of a nomadic gypsy tribe, breathtaking for 

Pushkin’s ability to introduce, in just a few bold strokes, some of the defining themes of his 

poem: 
 
Цыганы шумною толпой 
По Бессарабии кочуют. 
Они сегодня над рекой 
В шатрах изодранных ночуют. 
Как вольность, весел их ночлег 
И мирный сон под небесами; 
Между колесами телег, 
Полузавешанных коврами, 
Горит огонь; семья кругом 
Готовит ужин… (IV: 179) 
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(In a noisy throng the gypsies roam Bessarabia. Today they will sleep in ragged tents by 
the river. Their camp and peaceful sleep under the skies are gay, like freedom; A fire 
burns between the wheels of carts partly draped with carpets; a family sits in a circle and 
prepares supper.) 
 

Unsettled and poor, the gypsies share many virtues with Rousseau’s noble savage: freedom 

(vol’nost’, na vole), vigor (zhivo), peace (mirnyi, mirnye), tranquility (spokoino). Yet what is 

immediately striking about the opening lines is the emphasis that Pushkin places on domesticity. 

We are told of a family preparing supper (“семья кругом / Готовит ужин”), of the gypsies’ 

“peaceful family cares” (“Заботы мирные семей”), of the “songs of wives and the cries of 

children” (“И песни жен и крик детей”). This emphasis on family is even stronger in Pushkin’s 

drafts for the poem, where the tribe itself is pictured as a single extended family: “In a noisy/free 

family the gypsies…” (“Цыганы шумною/вольною семьей…”) (IV: 405). The gypsies 

represent an intermediate form of society, having evolved beyond the primitive stage and yet 

preserved their original nature. Neither primitive nor civilized, they correspond precisely to that 

“just mean between the indolence of the primitive state and the petulant activity of our amour 

propre” that Rousseau calls, in the Second Discourse, “the genuine youth of the World” and “the 

happiest and the most lasting epoch” (167). 

Into this “golden age” domestic idyll Pushkin introduces his Romantic hero, Aleko, setting 

the stage for a very peculiar family drama. Aleko, we are told, had been roving the deserted 

space around a nearby burial mound (kurgan), when he was spotted and led back to the camp by 

the gypsy girl Zemfira. The location of their first meeting is, of course, portentous, part of a 

larger pattern of foreshadowing that lends the plot an air of tragic and circular inevitability. 

Zemfira tells her father that Aleko is being pursued by the Law and that he wants to become, like 

them, a gypsy (“Он хочет быть как мы цыганом; / Его преследует закон”) (IV: 180). Pushkin 
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leaves the meaning of these lines deliberately vague: Has Aleko committed a terrible crime and 

is therefore on the run from the authorities, or is “the Law” here, as Lotman believes, a 

metonymic stand-in for “the very idea of State organized society” (i.e., civilization)?41 The two 

meanings are, I believe, complementary, for as we have seen, Rousseau thought that civilization 

breeds violence, that the Law, paradoxically, inflames rather than contains the passions. In 

fleeing civilization, Aleko is also running away from the violence of his passions. The inner 

struggle that results from this flight will comprise one side of the poem’s tragic conflict. 

Aleko’s Rousseauism is captured in two speeches in which he inveighs against the evils of 

civilization. The first speech is prompted by Zemfira, who asks Aleko whether he regrets fleeing 

his homeland. “What is there to regret?” he responds. Life in the cities is unfree and stifling; the 

people are ashamed to love, afraid to think; they bow their heads before idols and eagerly put on 

chains in exchange for money (IV: 185-186). Aleko’s second speech, excluded from the 

published text, is a monologue spoken over the cradle of his infant son. The monologue mixes 

themes from several works by Rousseau, including both the First and Second Discourses and the 

educational treatise Émile. The speech reads like a Rousseauist instructional manual for children 

(a popular literary genre at the turn of the nineteenth century): 
 
Расти на воле без уроков 
Не знай стеснительных палат 
И не меняй простых пороков 
На образованный разврат 
Под сенью мирного забвенья 
Пускай цыгана бедный внук 
Лишен и неги просвещенья 
И пышной суеты наук– 
Зато беспечен здрав и волен 
Тщеславных угрызений чужд 
Он будет жизнию доволен 

                                                
41 Lotman, “Istoki ‘tolstovskogo napravleniia’ v russkoi literature 1830-kh godov,” 53. 
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Не зная вечно-новых нужд (IV: 445) 
 
(Grow up in freedom without lessons, without knowing the constraints of walls, and do 
not trade simple vices for refined debauchery. Sheltered by peaceful oblivion, the poor 
grandchild of the gypsy may be deprived of the bliss of enlightenment and the 
magnificent bustle of the sciences, but careless healthy and free, a stranger to vain pangs 
of remorse, he will be satisfied with life and will not know ever-new needs) 

 

Especially striking are the concluding lines of the monologue, which suggest a political aspect to 

Aleko’s disillusionment: “Perhaps I deprive society of a Citizen,” proclaims Aleko, “But so what 

– I am saving my son” (“От общества быть может я / Отъемлю ныне гражданина – / Что 

нужды – я спасаю сына”) (IV: 446). Aleko concludes by wondering how his own life might 

have turned out had he been born in a tent or in the thickets of a forest: “Oh, how many bitter 

pangs of remorse, / Anxieties, […] and disenchantments / Would I not have known then” (“О 

сколько б едких угрызений, / Тревог, […] разуверений, / Тогда б я в жизни не узнал”) (IV: 

446-447). 

A key word in both speeches, and in the poem as a whole, is the word izmena, which can 

mean “unfaithfulness,” “betrayal” or “treason.” Pushkin exploits the different connotations of 

this word throughout The Gypsies in order to suggest links between different types of social 

relationships – conjugal, fraternal, political – and to draw distinctions between Aleko’s idealized 

image of gypsy society and his negative view of civilization. “What did I abandon? The fear of 

betrayal, / The judgment of prejudice” (“Что бросил я? Измен волненье, / Предрассуждений 

приговор”) (IV: 185), he asks Zemfira; and in the drafts for the monologue he asserts that, raised 

among nature, his son will neither “fabricate treasons” (“Не будет вымышлять измен”) (IV: 

446), nor “ungratefully betray / His soul, which yearns for freedom” (“Не изменит 

неблагодарно / Свободы жаждущей душе”) (IV: 448). Aleko believes that, driven by pride 

and self-interest, civilized men betray one another as well as their own nature. By contrast, the 
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gypsies’ simple manners and disregard for property helps them remain true to themselves, 

making their society, in Aleko’s view, a sanctuary against the deceitful practices of civilization. 

But izmena is also related to the Russian verb meniat’ (“to change”), and it is Aleko’s desire 

to see the gypsies as a people that are essentially static, or unchanging, that sets him up for bitter 

disillusionment. Believing they conform to the timeless ideal of the golden age, Aleko hopes to 

paradoxically settle down with the nomadic gypsies. “Never change, my gentle friend” (“Не 

изменись, мой нежный друг”) (IV: 186), he entreats Zemfira, wanting her to remain faithful 

both to him and to the idealized image that he has formed of her.42 At the same time, Aleko 

himself proves unable to grow accustomed to gypsy ways, managing to temporarily repress but 

not to overcome the passions of civilization. 

These two aspects of the theme of change are explored most vividly in two speeches given by 

Zemfira’s father. The first speech recounts an oral legend about a Mediterranean poet who once 

fell out of favor with “the Tsar” and was forced to spend the remainder of his life in exile among 

the gypsies. The poet was old in years but young and lively in spirit, and his wondrous gift of 

song and gentle manners quickly earned him the affection of his hosts: 
 
Имел он песен дивный дар 
И голос, шуму вод подобный– 
И полюбили все его, 
И жил он на брегах Дуная 
Не обижая никого, 
Людей рассказами пленяя. (IV: 186) 

  
(He possessed the wondrous gift of song and a voice, akin to the sound of the waters– 
And everyone loved him, and he lived on the banks of the Danube, not offending anyone, 
and enchanting the people with his stories.) 

 

                                                
42 Significantly, these words were originally spoken by Zemfira, who, after their first meeting, 

entreats Aleko: “Never change, never change” (“Не изменись не изменись”) (IV: 411). 
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Loved though he was, the poet could not grow accustomed to the hardships of gypsy life and to 

his last days pined for the comforts of his native land (“But to the worries of life in poverty / He 

could never grow accustomed”; “Но он к заботам жизни бедной / Привыкнуть никогда не 

мог”) (IV: 187). The story is meant to warn Aleko of how difficult it is to change one’s ways, for, 

says the gypsy, “Freedom is not always dear / To one accustomed to comfort” (“Но не всегда 

мила свобода / Тому, кто к неге приучен”) (IV: 186).43 Aleko, however, draws from it a lesson 

about the vanity of worldly fame, recognizing in the story a retelling of the life of Ovid (“Poet of 

love, poet of the gods, / Tell me, what is fame?”; “Певец любви, певец богов, / Скажи мне, 

что такое слава?”) (IV: 187).  

Scholars usually stay close to these two readings, failing, I believe, to register in the Ovid 

story a more subtle meditation on the inevitability of change and the workings of history. The 

gypsy’s story departs markedly from Ovid’s own account of his exile among the “Getae,” a 

warlike, barbarian people who, the poet complained, “often talk maliciously about me […] 

perchance reproaching me with my exile.”44 “Among them there is not one who does not bear 

quiver and bow, and darts yellow with viper’s gall. Harsh voices, grim countenances, veritable 

pictures of Mars, neither hair nor beard trimmed by any hand, right hands not slow to stab and 

wound with the knife which every barbarian wears fastened to his side.”45 The savage Getae 

have little in common with the gentle gitans, just as the Roman Ovid is of a completely different 

mold than the Russian Aleko. In suggesting a continuity between them the old gypsy unwittingly 

                                                
43 Cf. Rousseau: “[I]t is as true of freedom as it is of innocence and virtue that one appreciates their 

worth only as long as one enjoys them oneself, and loses the taste for them as soon as they are lost.” 
Rousseau, The Discourses and Other Early Political Writings, 176. 

44 See Tristia V.10 in Ovid, Tristia. Ex Ponto., trans. Arthur Leslie Wheeler (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1965), 249. 

45 See Tristia V.7 in ibid., 237. 
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highlights their differences. Both the man of civilization and the child of nature are equally 

subject to the changes wrought by the march of history.46 

Another kind of impermanence is explored in the second speech delivered by the old gypsy. 

Following a period of conjugal happiness Zemfira falls out of love with Aleko and, through her 

singing, even hints at having taken a lover. Her father tries to console Aleko with a bitter story 

from his own past, recalling how he himself had been abandoned by his young wife Mariula. He 

compares a woman’s heart to the moon, which “ranges free under the distant vault, shining an 

equally ephemeral light on all things in nature” (“Взгляни: под отдаленным сводом / Гуляет 

вольная луна; / На всю природу мимоходом / Равно сиянье льет она”) (IV: 193). Just as no 

one can force the moon to shine on one spot, so too one cannot tell a young girl: “Love only one, 

do not change” (“Кто сердцу юной девы скажет: / Люби одно, не изменись”) (IV: 193). 

When Aleko asks why he did not take revenge on the lovers, the gypsy responds with a series of 

clichés that preach the value of resignation: 
 
К чему? вольнее птицы младость; 
Кто в силах удержать любовь? 
Чредою всем дается радость; 
Что было, то не будет вновь. (IV: 195) 
 

(What for? Youth is more freer than a bird; Who has the power to hold on to love? 
Happiness is given to each in turn; What was once, will not be again.) 
 

Boris Tomashevsky has called the old gypsy a raisonneur whose speech expresses the 

humanistic ideals of the eighteenth century; and indeed, the gypsy’s words recall two related 

                                                
46 The old gypsy’s portrayal of Ovid derives in part from Rousseau, who in his first Discourse blamed 

Ovid – along with Catullus, Martial, and “that host of other obscene Writers whose very names offend 
modesty” – for having had an emasculating influence on Rome, remaking it, the former “Temple of 
Virtue,” into “the Theater of crime, the scandal of Nations, and the sport of barbarians.” Pushkin drew on 
Rousseau in other poems featuring Ovid, notably “To Ovid” (“Овидию”). See Rousseau, The Discourses 
and Other Early Political Writings, 10ff. 
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strands of enlightenment thought: stoicism and libertinism.47 Both strands played an important 

role in Rousseau, whose primitive utopia was characterized by a curious blend of libertine sexual 

mores and Stoic virtues like resignation and physical vigor. The gypsy’s words express 

resignation before the laws of nature – the moon, nature’s analogue to women, being an old 

symbol suggestive of the female reproductive cycle and hence of female sexuality. By contrast, 

the gypsy deems Aleko’s desire to constrain Zemfira’s sexuality “irrational” (“Твое унынье 

безрассудно”) (IV: 193). In his view, as in that of many eighteenth-century materialists, social 

conventions are powerless before the laws of nature.48 

And yet, Pushkin’s gypsy tribe is clearly no libertine utopia. Though the old gypsy did not, 

like Aleko, demand recognition for his conjugal rights over Mariula, he was nevertheless clearly 

scarred by the experience of infidelity. Recalling how he had wept upon discovering that Mariula 

had abandoned him, he tells Aleko: “from then on I grew cold to other women” (“с этих пор / 

Постыли мне все девы мира”) (IV: 195). The gypsies may base their relationships on ideas of 

self-interest and agreement,49 but they experience the same need for attachment and possession 

common to all men (“Он будет мой,” Zemfira declares upon meeting Aleko; IV: 181). Izmena, 

the experience of which Aleko sought to escape, is equally painful in gypsy society as in 

                                                
47 B. M. Tomashevskii, Pushkin, vol. 1 (Moscow-Leningrad: Akademiia Nauk, 1956), 618, 625. 

Tomashevsky also writes that the gypsy society “is no more than an idealized image of the ‘golden age,’ 
just as the old gypsy – a spokesman for the humanistic and philanthropic ideas of universal harmony and 
mutual tolerance” (625). On the influence of both stoicism and libertinism on Pushkin’s lyrical poetry, see 
Chapter 8 of Andrew Kahn, Pushkin's Lyric Intelligence (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2008). 

48 A more overtly libertine tone was struck in the drafts of Pushkin’s poem: “A woman’s love is free” 
(“Свободна женская любовь,” IV: 425), the gypsy tells Aleko in one version, while a draft of the 
opening sequence pictured gypsy men in bed with their young girlfriends (IV: 406). Zemfira, too, is more 
sexualized, inviting Aleko to “take pleasure” in her love after their first meeting: “Take pleasure in my 
love in the silence of calm night. Come, I melt, my gentle friend” (“Моей любовью насладись / В 
молчаньи ночи безмятежной / Приди, я таю – друг мой н<ежный>”) (IV: 411).  

49 See, for example, the old gypsy’s welcoming words to Aleko (IV: 180). 
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civilization: “And under the ragged tents / Live tormenting dreams” (“И под издранными 

шатрами / Живут мучительные сны”) (IV: 203). 

In her November 23, 1821 letter to A. N. Raevsky, Ekaterina Orlov wrote about Pushkin’s 

latest “hobbyhorse,” the project for perpetual peace by the French thinker the abbé de Saint-

Pierre. Pushkin read about the project not in any work by Saint-Pierre but in the Jugement du 

Projet de paix perpétuelle de Monsieur l'Abbé de Saint-Pierre by Rousseau.50 In a short note on 

the project (written in French), Pushkin reiterated the main points of Saint-Pierre’s argument, 

declaring that, in time, people will surely realize the “ridiculous atrocity” of war and that the new, 

constitutionally elected governments will no longer be required to keep standing armies. “Quant 

aux grandes passions et aux grands talents militaires,” he adds, “on aura toujours la guillotine” 

(XII: 189-190). Though Pushkin agreed with Rousseau that “great men” were necessary to bring 

about this revolution, in time, he wrote, these men of “strong characters and passions” will be 

considered only as “disturbers of the common peace.”51  

The gypsies seem to correspond rather well to the ideal society envisioned by Rousseau and 

Saint-Pierre, for their peace is only disturbed by the intrusion of a man of “strong character and 

passion,” Aleko. Yet as we have seen, they, too, are not unimpassioned. Though they neither 

fight wars nor demand revenge, as do men in civilization, they suffer from the same inner 

violence, the same passions, desires, and sorrows as all men. 

The Gypsies makes use of Rousseauist themes to ultimately deliver an anti-Rousseauist 

message. Rousseau prefaced his Second Discourse by calling attention to the “hypothetical and 

conditional” nature of his arguments, stating that his aim was to forget “times and Places” in 

                                                
50 See Alekseev, “Pushkin i problema ‘Vechnogo mira’.” 

51 Gershenzon, Istoriia molodoi Rossii, 34. 
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order to learn about “man in general.”52 Perhaps influenced by new methods of historiography, 

but more importantly by his personal experience in the South, Pushkin challenges Rousseau’s 

thesis, setting The Gypsies in an idealized Rousseauist locale but injecting into it the elements of 

time and history.53 From his exile in Kishinev, Pushkin had witnessed the tragic failure of 

European liberalism, hastened by the prevalence of infighting, betrayal, idealism, and ambition. 

In Pushkin’s view, the liberals had been blinded by Rousseau and by his fiery followers, 

including Byron, whose works helped fashion what Jerome McGann has called a “Romantic 

ideology.” The Gypsies captures the resulting mood of disillusionment but also reveals the tragic 

flaw in the liberals’ thinking. It remains to be seen how Pushkin’s perception of this flaw set him 

on a path to writing his first work of tragedy. 

 

iii. “Ivan Ivanovich Racine” 

The Gypsies has been called “a tragedy of fate and passions,”54 and yet little effort has been 

made to understand what role these twin forces play in the poem, or indeed what connection the 

poem has to the ancient genre of tragedy. Attempts to address these problems have been few and 

limited. Readers have commented upon Pushkin’s use of “tragic motifs,”55 the resolution of 
                                                

52 Rousseau, The Discourses and Other Early Political Writings, 132. In that sense, the Second 
Discourse can itself be viewed as a sort of narrative of displacement. 

53 One also senses in The Gypsies the influence of Chateaubriand, whose own revaluation of 
Rousseau in the wake of his exile and travels in North America led to the enormously influential tragic 
narratives Atala (1801) and René (1802). See Marc Fumaroli, “Chateaubriand et Rousseau,” 
Chateabriand: Le Tremblement du Temps, ed. Jean-Claude Berchet and Philippe Berthier (Toulouse: 
Presses Universitaires du Mirail, 1994). The topic of “Pushkin and Chateaubriand” has yet to receive 
adequate attention. Some useful first steps have been taken by Larisa Vol’pert in Pushkinskaia frantsiia 
(St. Petersburg: Aleteiia, 2007), 457-468. 

54 V. V. Vinogradov, Stil’ Pushkina (Moscow: Nauka, 1999), 507. 

55 M. Kagan, “O Pushkinskikh poemakh,” V mire Pushkina, ed. S. Mashinskii (Moscow: Sovetskii 
pisatel', 1974), 86. 
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“tragic conflicts,”56 and the presence of “tragic characters.”57 Of great interest and confusion has 

been the hybrid form of the poem, which oscillates between narration and dialogue, lyric and 

drama.58 Yet no one has asked what it meant for Pushkin to write a tragic work at the height of 

the Romantic period. Even less clear is what Pushkin understood by the words “tragedy” and 

“tragic.” 

In January-February, 1824, at exactly the time that he began to work on The Gypsies, 

Pushkin wrote a letter to his brother Lev in which he remarks upon the merits of two very 

different works of literature. The comments were prompted by a recent translation of Racine’s 

tragedy Phèdre by a giftless poet and dramatist M. E. Lobanov. Pushkin begins by objecting to 

the inaccuracy of Lobanov’s translation, but his mocking criticism of the translator quickly gives 

way to outright mockery of the original. “And what is Ivan Ivanovich Racine characterized by if 

not verses full of meaning, precision, harmony!” he writes after quoting a poorly translated line. 

“The plan and characters of Phèdre are the acme of stupidity and insignificance in their 

invention.” Racine’s Theseus, according to Pushkin, “is nothing but Molière’s first cuckold,” 

while Hippolyte – “le superbe, le fier Hippolyte” – “a well-bred child, polite and respectful.” 

“Read all that belauded tirade,” Pushkin says of Hippolyte’s celebrated speech in Act 4, Scene 2 

of Phèdre, “and you will be convinced that Racine had no clue about how to construct a tragic 

                                                
56 Viacheslav Ivanov, “O ‘Tsyganakh’ Pushkina,” Sobranie sochinenii, 4 vols. (Brussels: 1987), 299; 

Tomashevskii, Pushkin, 617. 

57 Tomashevsky compares the old gypsy to the chorus in Greek tragedy. Tomashevskii, Pushkin, 618. 

58 Viacheslav Ivanov, for example, called The Gypsies “a large lyric-epic poem” in which the various 
conflicts reach “tragic” heights. See Ivanov, “O ‘Tsyganakh’ Pushkina,” 299. 
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character.” For contrast, Pushkin points to an example that lies outside the genre of traditional 

tragedy: the speech of the young lover Hugo in Byron’s narrative poem Parisina (1816).59 

“The comparison to Racine shows that Pushkin read ‘Parisina’ as a dramatic work,” writes 

Michael Wachtel, a statement that I believe should be amended by replacing the italicized word 

with “tragic.”60 The comparison between Parisina and Phèdre points to an understanding of the 

tragic that is not strictly confined to the genre of tragedy – that is, to a distinction between, on the 

one hand, theme or mood, and, on the other, form or genre. Pushkin draws the same distinction 

in his unfinished essay “On Classical and Romantic Poetry,” composed shortly after he finished 

work on The Gypsies. The essay argues that the mere presence of “dreaminess” or “German 

ideology” does not yet make a work Romantic. On the other hand, the expression of an old 

theme or mood in a form unknown to antiquity does. Parisina employs a new (non-classical) 

form to treat a traditional tragic theme (incest). It is a tragic text, though not strictly speaking a 

tragedy.  

Wachtel examines the influence of Parisina on The Gypsies in an interesting article on 

Pushkin and Byron, suggesting that Pushkin borrows several key motifs from Byron’s poem, but 

more importantly that he was influenced by Byron’s appeal, in the “Advertisement” to Parisina, 

to the authority of Greek tragedy: “Since Byron had explicitly linked his tale to Greek tragedy, 

one can hardly be surprised that Pushkin did the same,” writes Wachtel, adding that “the impulse 

to combine antiquity with romanticism [in The Gypsies] rests on Byron’s example.”61  

                                                
59 Letter to L. S. Pushkin, between January 12 and early February, 1824. Pushkin, The Letters of 

Alexander Pushkin, 149-150. 

60 Michael Wachtel, “Pushkin, Byron, and the Legacy of Antiquity,” Russian Literature and the West: 
A Tribute to David M. Bethea, ed. Alexander Dolinin, Lazar Fleishman, Leonid Livak (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2008), 122. 

61 Ibid. 
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Parisina was undeniably an important model for Pushkin in The Gypsies, but does Pushkin’s 

poem really have anything in common with Greek tragedy? I believe that in seeing The Gypsies 

as a hybrid of Romantic poem and ancient tragedy, Wachtel, like other readers before him, 

overlooks a more immediate model, namely Racine.62 For Pushkin’s unflattering comments 

about Racine notwithstanding, The Gypsies is far closer in spirit to Phèdre than to anything 

written by the Greek tragedians. Though the unfolding of historical events in Greece may have 

inspired him to stylize his poem after the tragedies of antiquity, Pushkin, who never rejected but 

instead adapted and absorbed the works of his precursors, turned to Racine to help shape his 

tragic vision. 

It may be useful to quote here the distinction between ancient and modern tragedy made by 

Marmontel in one of his articles for the Encyclopédie. “Man falls into danger and into misfortune 

through a cause which is outside him or within him,” writes Marmontel: 
 
Outside him, it is his destiny, his situation, his duties, his bonds, all the accidents of life, 
and the action which the gods, nature, and other men exercise on him…. Within him, it is 
his weakness, his imprudence, his inclinations, his passions, his vice, sometimes his 
virtues; of these causes the most fruitful, the most pathetic, and the most moral is passion 
combined with natural goodness…. This distinction of the causes of misfortune, either 
outside us, or within us, brings about the division into two systems of tragedy, the ancient 
and the modern.63 
 

Marmontel attributed the discovery of this new inner source of tragic actions to Corneille, but it 

was Racine who became known as a psychologist and undisputed master of the passions. Racine 

                                                
62 The association between The Gypsies and Greek tragedy was first made by Viazemsky, who 

objected that the final lines of the poem were “too Greek.” “One would think that this verse is taken from 
a chorus from some ancient tragedy,” he wrote in his review of The Gypsies. See V. E. Vatsuro and S. A. 
Fomichev, Pushkin v prizhiznennoi kritike, 3 vols (St. Petersburg: 1996), I: 322. 

63 Qtd. in Bernard F. Dukore, Dramatic Theory and Criticism (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, Inc., 1974), 290. Marmontel’s “Comparaison des deux systèmes de la Tragédie” was not present 
in the first edition of the Encyclopédie; it follows Jaucourt’s entry on “Tragédie” in the third edition of 
1779. 
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was born “avec la délicatesse des passions,” writes Louis de Jaucourt in his Enclyclopédie article 

on “Tragedy”: “il donna des tableaux délicats de la vérité de la passion qu’il crut la plus 

puissante sur l’ame des spectateurs pour lesquels il écrivoit.”64 The views of both Marmontel and 

Jaucort are echoed in the words of Mme de Staël, a more contemporary writer whose ideas had a 

profound influence on Pushkin. “Racine, en imitant les Grecs dans quelques-unes de ses pièces, 

explique par des raisons tirées des passions humaines, les forfaits commandés par les dieux,” 

writes de Staël; “il place un développement moral à côté de la puissance du fatalisme.”65 Staël 

explains the modern redefinition of tragedy in terms of changing religious beliefs (“dans un pays 

où l’on ne croit point à la religion des païens, un tel développement est nésassaire”), but it would 

be more accurate to link it to developments in philosophy and science, and to the new 

materialistic conception of the universe.66 Passion, and the need or impossibility to control it, 

became an important concern for enlightenment thinkers grappling with the problem of human 

freedom in a world governed by the laws of nature. Though outside forces (fate and the gods) 

continue to play a symbolic role in neoclassical tragedy, their powers are, as it were, internalized, 

for the real conflicts take place within the bodies and hearts of men. 

The twin forces of fate and passion are practically synonymous in Phèdre, a play that Henri 

Peyre has called “the masterpiece of the tragedy of passion.”67 According to Peyre, fatality has 

                                                
64 See entry for “Tragédie” in Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond D’Alambert, eds., L’Encyclopédie, ou 

Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers (Paris: 1751), XVI: 515. 

65 Germaine de Staël, De la littérature considérée dans ses rapports avec les institutions sociales, 2 
vols. (Paris: 1800), I: 37-38. 

66 See Gerhart Hoffmeister, “The Romantic Tragedy of Fate,” Romantic Drama, ed. Gerald Gillespie 
(Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Co., 1993), 168. 

67 Henri Peyre, “The Tragedy of Passion: Racine’s Phèdre,” Tragic Themes in Western Literature, ed. 
Cleanth Brooks (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1955), 101. 
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marked Racine’s characters with a predestination to misfortune, so that “all their struggles 

against that inner fatality (which is that of heredity or of their physiology stronger than their will 

power) are foredoomed to frustration.”68 No reason is given for Venus’s anger in the play, and 

none of the characters stand a chance against her all-consuming power. Love in Phèdre is not a 

game but a mortal disease; it is both a cosmic and a natural force that ensures the triumph of 

carnal desire over reason. As her nurse Oenone explains to Phèdre, love is “a fate imposed since 

time began,” “a natural frailty” shared by all mortals (“La faiblesse aux humains n’est que trop 

naturelle. / Mortelle, subissez le sort d’une mortelle / Vous vous plaignez d’un joug imposé dès 

longtemps”).69 And yet, what distinguishes Racine’s Phèdre from her Greek and Roman models 

is the deep inner anguish that the Queen feels over the consciousness of her sinful passion. 

Phèdre’s attempt to repress her passion is an act of rebellion that marks her as a direct precursor 

to the rebel heroes of Schiller and Hugo. But no show of remorse or demonstration of will allows 

Phèdre the kind of escape from judgment that is offered by the redemptive mythology of the 

Romantics. The world of Racinian tragedy remains closed to any notion of reconciliation. Their 

fates sealed, Racine’s heroes suffer from passions they cannot control and are punished for deeds 

they cannot help committing.70 

“Tragedy seems to demand a closed world,” writes Jeffrey Cox, “a world from which the 

hero cannot (or will not) escape, a world that has narrowed to the point where choice and fate 

                                                
68 Ibid., 94. 

69 Jean Racine, Phèdre, trans. Margaret Rawlings (New York: Penguin, 1962), 138-139. 

70 Georges Forestier observes that the reference to “destiny” and “the anger of the Gods” in Racine’s 
“Preface” to Phèdre is of a strictly ethical and pathetic nature: “elle relève de l’ordre du poétique – c’est-
à-dire de l’esthétique du genre de la tragédie – et ignore toute dimension métaphesique.” Georges 
Forestier, Passions tragiques et règles classiques (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2003), 322. 
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name two facets of the same act.”71 Scholars have long distinguished between the closed worlds 

of ancient and neoclassical tragedy and the open world of Romantic tragic drama. According to 

Cox, Romanticism brought the rebirth of romance, “and thus of the quest that breaks out of the 

enclosed world of tragedy.”72 Abandoning the classical unities of time and space, as well as the 

traditional, hierarchical ordering of the universe, Romantic writers portrayed “modern, 

revolutionary man’s heroic attempt to order the chaos of the liberated self and to shape history 

freed from divine control.”73 Richard Sewall traces the shift from closed- to open-world tragedy 

to the mid-eighteenth-century reform movement in France and England, and especially to 

Rousseau, who he believes was the pioneer of the movement. The movement held an optimistic 

vision of life, Sewall argues, and employed a method which was the reverse of the tragic. Under 

the impulse of Rousseau, he writes, “Evil was reduced to evils, which were looked upon as 

institutional and therefore remediable. The nature of man was no longer the problem; rather, it 

was the better organization and management of men. Individual man was good; society had 

corrupted him and society could be changed.” While the men of the Enlightenment sought to 

improve the human condition by improving human institutions, the next generation of Romantic 

poets appealed to what they regarded as the primary qualities, “the sympathies and affections 

[…] that made for human survival and brotherhood.” Though both were rebellious, and often 

prey to melancholy, neither their rebellion nor their despair, Sewall believes, were tragic: “The 

old haunting fear and mystery, the sense of paradox and dilemma at the very center of man’s 

                                                
71 Cox, In the Shadows of Romance, 1. 

72 Ibid., 2. 

73 Ibid., 25. 
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nature, had been replaced […] by a new and confident dogma. Man’s eyes were turned, not 

down and in, but outward, upward, and toward the future.74 

Though we may contest Sewall’s normative definition of tragedy, it seems true that the 

dramas of Schiller and Hugo, and the Rousseauist narrative poems of Byron, present a more 

liberated vision of man than found in the works of earlier writers. Rebellion, though already 

present in Racine, becomes a way for the Romantic hero to prove his inner freedom in the face of 

necessity. His actions are not directed by outside forces, but are self-willed; his death, even when 

it reveals the workings of some higher power, is not a judgment but a moment of reconciliation.  

Not so in The Gypsies, where a Racinian marriage of passion and fate closes off, as it were, 

the open world of Romanticism.  

“In order to achieve a final tragic conclusion,” writes Yuri Mann, “Pushkin needed to create 

the impression of a closed circle.”75 This impression is created, first, by a complicated pattern of 

repetition and foreshadowing that lends the plot an air of tragic inevitability. We have already 

noted the way Aleko’s and Zemfira’s first meeting foreshadows their final, violent confrontation. 

They meet by a burial mound (kurgan), perhaps the very same one to which Aleko returns, many 

years later, only to find Zemfira alone with another lover. Zemfira’s last words – “I will die 

loving” (“Умру любя!”) – echo the last words of the song she had learned from her mother: “I 

die loving” (“Умираю любя!”); and indeed, Zemfira’s actions repeat, with more tragic 

consequences, those of Mariula. Other instances of repetition include the recurring moon 

imagery; the contrasting story lines of Aleko and Ovid; and the repetition of several key words 

and images in the opening and closing descriptions of the gypsies. 

                                                
74 Richard Sewall, The Vision of Tragedy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980), 84. 

75 Iurii Mann, Dinamika russkogo romantizma (Moscow: Aspect Press, 1995), 73. 
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But the greatest impression of inevitability is achieved by the two complementary 

observations about passion and fate that are made by the narrator. The first caps off the only 

description we have of Aleko’s past. We are told that Aleko had once been pulled by the distant 

star of glory (“Его порой волшебной славы / Манила дальная звезда”); that he was 

occasionally visited by luxury and entertainment (“Нежданно роскошь и забавы / К нему 

являлись иногда”); that he had experienced numerous times of trouble (“Над одинокой 

головою / И гром нередко грохотал”) (IV: 184). In each of these phrases Aleko is the passive 

object, not the agent, of the action, a characterological pattern that is stressed throughout the 

narrative.76 Aleko’s lack of willpower sets him apart from the strong-willed, action-oriented 

Byronic hero, suggesting that Pushkin was exploring the link between “passion” and “passivity.” 

The passions “vont jusqu’à ôter tout usage de la liberté,” reads the Encyclopédie article on 

“Passions,” “état où l’ame est en quelque maniere rendue passive; de – là le nom de passions.”77 

The passions play the role of fate in The Gypsies (as in Phèdre); though they may be repressed, 

their power eventually proves triumphant: 
 
И жил, не признавая власти 
Судьбы коварной и слепой – 
Но боже! как играли страсти 
Его послушною душой! 
С каким волнением кипели 
В его измученной груди!  
Давно ль, на долго ль усмирели? 
Они проснутся: погоди! (IV: 184) 

 

                                                
76 Another example is when, “gripped” by fear, Aleko is “led” to the distant burial mound in the 

moments preceding the final confrontation: “Всё тихо – страх его объемлет – / По нем текут и жар и 
хлад […] Чуть по росе приметный след / Ведет за дальные курганы” (IV: 198). 

77 See entry for “Passions” in Diderot and D’Alambert, eds., L’Encyclopédie, XII: 142. Pushkin may 
have also been familiar with Mme de Staël’s discussion of the passions in her book Sur l’influence des 
passions (1796). 
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(And so he lived, not recognizing the power of cruel and blind fate – But Lord! How the 
passions played with his obedient soul! With what agitation did they simmer in his 
tortured breast! How long have they already, for how much longer will they stay quiet? 
They will wake again: just you wait!) 
 

It would be wrong, I believe, to identify Aleko’s passions with the Rousseauist passions of 

civilization, for the concluding lines suggest that they are also experienced by the gypsies: 
 
Но счастья нет и между вами, 
Природы бедные сыны!... 
И под издранными шатрами 
Живут мучительные сны. 
И ваши сени кочевые 
В пустынях не спаслись от бед, 
И всюду страсти роковые, 
И от судеб защиты нет. (IV: 203-204) 

 
(But there is no happiness even among you, Poor sons of nature!... And under ragged 
tents live tormenting dreams. And your nomadic canopies did not escape harm even in 
the deserts, and everywhere are fatal passions, and there is no defense against the fates.) 

Thomas Barran argues that, in Aleko’s violent deed, the gypsy society “has suffered a wound 

that will remain in its collective memory, and will eventually bring it down, for the Gypsies now 

know fatal passions and they are held in thrall by the fates.”78 But it is evident from other points 

in the narrative that the gypsies were already familiar with the passions, and even with violence. 

The speaker in Zemfira’s song taunts her hated husband, daring him to “cut” and “burn” her. She 

has taken a courageous young lover, she says, and together, they make love and laugh at her 

husband’s gray hairs. The song shows that the gypsies are not strangers to the passions, for they 

know about jealousy, experience hatred, and are capable of taking pleasure on account of another. 

It reveals a violent side that one does not expect from the peaceful children of nature. So 

appalled by the song was the Rousseauist historian Nikolai Karamzin that, following a 

                                                
78 Barran, Russia Reads Rousseau, 307-308. 
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performance of it at a Petersburg soirée, he is said to have asked how “such horrors” could be set 

to music.79 

Thus Pushkin trains a distinctly Racinian tragic vision onto the Rousseauist utopias of Byron 

and other Romantics. According to Nikolai Fridman, Rousseau’s philosophy, “with its 

exhortation to return to more primitive forms of life, opened the wonderful possibility of 

representing ‘exceptional’ individuals, belonging to ‘exceptional’ peoples, and living among 

‘exceptional’ nature.” 80  This possibility was explored in numerous Romantic texts, from 

Schiller’s Robbers, in which temporary escape is found among a band of brigands, to Byron’s 

“Eastern Tales,” with their exotic, oriental locales and passionate, strong-willed protagonists. 

Despite their conventionally tragic endings, these narratives did not question but rather 

reinforced the dominant Romantic ideology, for even if the Romantic hero proved incapable of 

finding happiness outside of civilization, the failure was never of primitive society, which 

remained idealized, but exclusively that of civilization. By contrast, Pushkin shows that, 

enlightened or not, man is prey to the same fates and passions, undermining the logic behind 

Rousseau’s dream of escape from civilization. The laws of necessity crush the Romantic dream 

of freedom, as the open world of Romanticism meets the limits imposed by Racinian tragedy. 

 

iv. “The miraculous power of song” 

Though completed in the Fall of 1824, The Gypsies did not see print until the Spring of 1827. On 

June 6, 1827, the chief of the second precinct of the Moscow corps of gendarmes, A. A. Volkov, 

wrote to the director of the Third Section of His Imperial Majesty’s Own Chancellery, Count A. 

                                                
79 P. A. Viazemskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 12 vols. (St. Petersburg: 1878), VII: 55. 

80 Fridman, Romantizm v tvorchestve A. S. Pushkina, 119. 
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Kh. Benkendorff, to call his attention to a “suspicious” vignette on the title page of Pushkin’s 

new poem (see Figure 1). The vignette featured a miscellany of emblematic objects: a torn 

manuscript, a dagger, a broken chain, a serpent, a laurel wreath, and an overturned chalice. 

Answering Benkendorff’s request to investigate, Volkov reported that the vignette was not of 

Russian origin but had been specially ordered from a firm in Paris. Pushkin had picked out the 

vignette himself, wrote Volkov, but he concluded that it did not appear to be dangerous. Volkov 

explained that the serpent and chalice were emblems of Hell, the dagger stood for revenge, and 

the torn manuscript, for betrayal. Whether intentionally or not, Volkov allowed the wreath and 

broken chain to pass without comment.81 

 
 

Figure 1 

Volkov failed to observe in his report that the vignette was in fact taken from a four-volume 

history of the Greek War of Independence by the French diplomat and historian François 

Pouqueville (Histoire de la régénération de la Grèce, 1824). It was printed on the last page of 

volume 2 of Pouqueville’s text, which closed with a full chapter on the failed campaign of 

Alexander Ypsilantis. The vignette, as Pushkin would have known, is not merely decorative, but 

                                                
81 M. A. Tsiavlovskii and N. A. Tarkhova, eds., Letopis’ zhizni i tvorchestva Aleksandra Pushkina, 4 

vols. (Moscow: SLOVO, 1999), II: 274, II: 280; B. M. Tomashevskii, “Melochi o Pushkine,” Vremennik 
Pushkinskoi komissii 2 (1936). 
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in its own way tells a narrative about the failed hopes of the uprising. The torn manuscript stands 

for a broken contract; the dagger, for revolution; the wreath, for victory; the broken chain, for 

freedom. These symbols of revolutionary hope, however, are overshadowed by the much larger 

serpent and chalice, which perhaps stand for betrayal in the form of a poisoned cup of 

brotherhood. Betrayal was, as we have seen, a key theme in The Gypsies. In making use of this 

allegorical vignette, Pushkin was offering the reader a key to understanding his allegorical poem.  

But yet another vignette appears on the back cover of the original edition, which, as far as I 

know, has not received any attention (see Figure 2). This second vignette again features a 

manuscript, a serpent, a dagger, and a wreath; but by far the largest object in it is a mask, of the 

kind worn by tragic actors in ancient Greek theater. Given our knowledge about Pushkin’s 

personal involvement in selecting the first vignette, we can be quite certain that this one, too, was 

deliberately chosen by the author. The two vignettes are, I believe, the clearest indication we 

have of how Pushkin himself viewed his text: they show that, for him, The Gypsies was not 

simply another oriental poem but rather a historically inspired work of tragedy. 
 

 
 

Figure 2 

Pushkin’s tragic view of contemporary political events is subtly captured in the poem itself in 

the form of an epic simile that concludes the main narrative. The gypsies have just buried the 
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young lovers killed by Aleko, and have set off again, leaving Aleko behind on the “fateful field” 

(“поле роковое”). The description concludes with these memorable lines: 
 

Так иногда перед зимою, 
Туманной, утренней порою, 
Когда подъемлется с полей 
Станица поздних журавлей 
И с криком вдаль на юг несется, 
Пронзенный гибельным свинцом 
Один печельно остается, 
Повиснув раненым крылом. (IV: 202) 

 
(Just so, sometimes, before winter, when in the haze of the morning hours a flock of 
tardive cranes rises from the fields and, with a cry, rushes south, one sadly remains, 
having been pierced by a fatal arrow, its wounded wing flagging.) 

 

Michael Wachtel believes that the simile is of Homeric provenance, but as Nikolai Fridman has 

shown, it can be traced back to a Russian verse fable (basnya) by the radical thinker and poet 

Alexander Radishchev.82 Written sometime between 1797 and 1800, after Radishchev had 

already returned from his Siberian exile, this fable, called “Cranes” (“Журавли”), is an allegory 

about Radishchev’s own experience as a political exile. It tells the story of a poor wounded crane 

who is first mocked, then abandoned by his “brothers.” The crane protests that it was not his 

fault that he had been wounded by the hunter’s arrow, and that he, too, had once “served” his 

country (“Нашему царству как вы помогал”).83 The other cranes pay no heed and set off south 

for the winter, leaving him behind. But eventually God takes pity and cures the poor crane, while 

punishing those who betrayed him. The fable ends on a note of religious and civic optimism, 

promising to reward suffering and good deeds on earth with eternal youth and bliss in the 

afterlife. 
                                                

82 Fridman, Romantizm v tvorchestve A. S. Pushkina, 119; Michael Wachtel, “Pushkin’s Long Poems 
and the Epic Impulse,” The Cambridge Companion to Pushkin, ed. Andrew Kahn (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 81. 

83 Aleksandr Radishchev, Stikhotvoreniia (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1975), 125. 
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In his Voyage from Moscow to Petersburg (1833-1835), and again in an 1836 essay on 

Radishchev, Pushkin mixed praise for Radishchev’s verse, including “Cranes,” with blame for 

his having initiated a harmful tradition of radical politics in Russia. Yet as a simple comparison 

between Radishchev’s fable and the crane imagery in The Gypsies clearly shows, Pushkin’s 

critical attitude towards Radishchev-style radicalism had already begun to take shape in 1824, in 

the wake of political failures in the Balkans. There is no hint of Radishchev’s optimism in 

Pushkin’s use of the crane imagery in The Gypsies, no cure for Aleko’s “wound,” the result of 

bitter disillusionment. Pushkin reshapes Radishchev’s fable into a Homeric simile, with its clear 

evocation of the world of epic; and yet, its elegiac pathos signals the dissolution of this world 

and its displacement by the world of tragedy.84 

The Gypsies traces the traditional tragic path from the hero’s hamartia (initial blindness) 

towards anagnorisis (a final moment of recognition), but this alteration in Aleko’s vision is not 

accompanied by any hope for redemption. And yet, if none of the heroes experience relief, for 

their “author,” poetry itself may present a form of catharsis. For all the bleakness of its 

concluding lines, the “Epilogue” draws a sharp distinction between Aleko’s experience of 

tragedy and that of the poet, who is able to soften tragedy’s fatal blow through the purgative 

power of his verse: 
 
Волшебной силой песнопенья 
В туманной памяти моей 
Так оживляются виденья 
То светлых, то печальных дней. 

 
(Thus, through the miraculous power of song, come to life, in my murky memory, visions 
of days both bright and sorrowful.) 
 

                                                
84 In Voyage, Pushkin calls Radishchev’s fable an “elegy” (XI: 262). 
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Though the poet does not dwell on the cause of his sorrows, the following stanza suggests that it 

may have something to do with the intersection of history and private experience. The stanza 

mediates between terrible visions of Empire and memories of the poet’s own stay with the 

gypsies, which (true or not) helped initiate the myth that will be later embellished by readers like 

Stamo. The poet suggests that he himself once followed the gypsies’ lazy throngs through the 

desert, shared their simple food, and fell asleep by their campfires. Most surprising of all, 

however, is the reappearance of the name “Mariula” (“And for a long time sweet Mariula’s / 

Tender name did I repeat”; “И долго милой Мариулы / Я имя нежное твердил”) (IV: 203), 

which hints at a creative continuity between the poet’s life and his art. Is Aleko’s story a poetic 

re-imagining of Pushkin’s real-life stay with the gypsies, or is the “Epilogue” simply an instance 

of Romantic self-fashioning?85  

The answer, I believe, lies somewhere in-between. Though we may never know whether 

Pushkin really did live with a tribe of Moldavian gypsies, we can be quite certain that at no time 

did he meet any gypsy girls named Zemfira or Mariula. As elsewhere, the drafts speak louder 

than the published text, for among the original versions of the above lines we find the following: 
 
И нежны имена твердил 
Рали, Земфиры, Мариулы (IV: 463) 

 
(And I repeated the tender names of Ralli, Zemfira, Mariula) 

 

The fact is that Mariola (with an ‘o’) was not a gypsy at all, but the daughter of Zakhar 

(“Zemfiraki”) Ralli, a Moldavian landowner whose Kishinev home was frequently visited by 

Pushkin. Ralli’s other daughters were Elena and Ekaterina Ralli (i.e., Ekaterina Stamo), but it 

was Mariola who, according to Pushkin’s friend Ivan Liprandi, was “the most beautiful of all her 
                                                

85 These lines (“За их ленивыми толпами … Я имя нежное твердил”) were excluded from the 
1827 edition of the poem. 
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Kishinev acquaintances.”86 Pushkin seems to have enjoyed a brief flirtation with the eighteen-

year-old Mariola, with whom he often danced at the musical soirées hosted by her family. The 

rather playful tone that characterized their friendship is captured in a bawdy letter he wrote 

Mariola from Odessa, just weeks after the latter’s marriage.87 

When news of Mariola’s marriage reached Pushkin in Odessa, it was sure to stir up those 

“visions of days both bright and sorrowful” that he soon brought to life in his poem. Pushkin’s 

friendship with the Rallis was indeed a rare bright spot in an often gloomy period of Kishinev 

exile. This period began with promise of great social and political change only to end in the utter 

failure of this promise and a widening sense of skepticism and disillusionment. Neither an 

autobiography nor a work of pure fiction, The Gypsies is rather a tragic narrative of displacement 

that mixes critique with commemoration. It traces the causes of the liberals’ failure to an 

uncritical reception of Rousseau, whose ideas, Pushkin believed, helped erect a harmful 

Romantic ideology. Pushkin deconstructs this ideology by re-introducing into Rousseau’s 

philosophy the missing elements of time and history: human nature is not static but ever-

changing; izmena exists in the deserts as well as in the great centers of civilization. Given the 

context, Pushkin was naturally led to stylize his poem after the manner of ancient tragedy, yet for 

inspiration he looked not to the Greeks but to Racine, and especially to his great tragedy Phèdre. 

No defense is possible against the twin forces of passion and fate in The Gypsies and the 

Romantic open world proves an illusion undermined by the reality of human nature.88 This tragic 

insight is at the heart of Pushkin’s poem. A product of personal experience, philosophical 

                                                
86 Vatsuro, ed., Pushkin v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov, I: 259-260. 

87 Letter to Maigin and an Unknown Woman, November (after the 4th), 1823. Pushkin, The Letters of 
Alexander Pushkin, 144-145. Shaw fails to make the connection between “Maigin” (in his translation, 
“Madame Maiguine”) and Mariola, but it is clear from another mention of Maigin in Pushkin’s October-
November, 1823, letter to Vigel’ (ibid., 139-140). 

88 This point is perhaps best illustrated by the revelation, in the “Epilogue,” of the geographical 
limitations on the gypsies’ movements. The gypsies are, as it were, encircled by the forces of Empire. 
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reflection, and creative activity, The Gypsies initiates a new period in Pushkin’s career, marked 

by the entrance of tragedy into his poetic vision. 
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Chapter Two: History as Irony 
 

 
Having completed The Gypsies, he discovered that he 
was capable of writing dramatic works. Thus begins 
Pushkin’s tumultuous activity in the realm of theater.  

–Vsevolod Meyerhold 
 

Pushkin completed The Gypsies in October of 1824. A year later, in November of 1825, he wrote 

to Viazemsky: “I congratulate you, my dear fellow, with a romantic tragedy. In it the principle 

personage is Boris Godunov! My tragedy is finished; I reread it aloud, alone, and I clapped my 

hands and shouted, ’at a boy, Pushkin, ’at a boy, you son of a bitch!”1 

Pushkin’s excitement was fully warranted. Boris Godunov was his most ambitious work to 

date, and the composition of the text stretched the twenty-five year old poet both artistically and 

intellectually. It was his first work of drama, his first work on an openly historical theme, and, in 

its departure from neoclassicism and conscious imitation of Shakespeare, it was a work that 

placed Pushkin among the vanguard of contemporary poets. The continental discovery of 

Shakespeare at the turn of the nineteenth century had produced several dramatic masterpieces, 

but, as of yet, no major success at the theater. The plays of Goethe and Schiller were considered 

Lesespiele, works meant to be read rather than performed, and it would be another five years 

before Victor Hugo’s triumph at the Comédie Française proved that Romantic drama was indeed 

a viable alternative to neoclassicism.2 The 1820s were thus an interregnum during which the old 

rules were thrown out but no new ones had yet been agreed upon. It was into this uncertain 

landscape that Pushkin brought forth his “romantic tragedy” about the Time of Troubles. 

                                                
1 Adapted from Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 261. 

2 As W. D. Howarth reminds us, however, even after the 1830 premiere of Hernani the body of works 
we call Romantic drama remained “an avant-garde minority.” See Howarth’s chapter on “Drama” in D. G. 
Charlton, ed., The French Romantics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), II: 205. 



 

 56 

More has been written about Boris Godunov than about any other work by Pushkin, and yet it 

remains, arguably, his most elusive creation. Undoubtedly this is due, in part, to the play’s 

innovative form. Its twenty-five loosely connected scenes (looking back to Muscovite drama, but 

also forward to cinematic montage) abandon every neoclassical unity, including that of style, 

stretching the action over seven years and across the borders of two rival monarchies. Of the 

twenty-five scenes, eighteen are written in unrhymed iambic pentameter, five in prose, one in 

trochaic hexameter, and another in free iambs. In addition to dialogue, there are four showcase 

monologues, folk laments, irreverent minstrel verse, crowd scenes. Like Shakespeare, Pushkin 

intersperses serious dialogue with occasional moments of levity; however, in Boris Godunov, the 

contrast has the paradoxical effect of heightening rather than relieving dramatic tension. The 

latter may in fact be the most distinctive feature of Pushkin’s play, which challenges audiences 

with its unexpected perspectival shifts and vertiginous plot development.3 Holding it all together, 

however, is the enigmatic power of Pushkin’s verse, which seems to seethe underneath its tightly 

defined constraints and yet remains, unaccountably, “classical.” 

It is perhaps then on account of its novel poetics that Pushkin seemed unable to decide what 

to call his play. Though he referred to it as a “romantic tragedy” or simply “tragedy” in his draft 

articles and correspondence with friends, the manuscript that he submitted to the censor upon 

returning from exile was entitled Comedy about Tsar Boris and Grishka Otrepyev. This was an 

abbreviation of the mock antiquarian title he used in a July 13, 1825, letter to Viazemsky – 

Comedy about a True Calamity that Befell the State of Muscovy, about Tsar Boris and about 

                                                
3 Although Pushkin had great hopes that Boris Godunov would bring about a revolution in the 

Russian theater, he was never allowed to stage the play in his lifetime. The first production of Boris 
Godunov took place in 1866. See Chester Dunning and Caryl Emerson, The Uncensored Boris Godunov: 
The Case for Pushkin's Original Comedy (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2006), 76-77. 
In this chapter, I often use the word “audience” in the broad sense (i.e., both theater and reading public). 
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Grishka Otrepyev, Written by God’s Servant Alexander son of Sergei Pushkin in the summer of 

7333, on the site of the Ancient Town of Voronich – which fused archaic and modern meanings 

of the Russian word komediia in a particularly playful instance of Pushkinian overprinting. 

However, when he was finally allowed to publish the play in 1830, Pushkin renamed it Boris 

Godunov and added the enigmatic subtitle “composition” (sochinenie). The latter provoked much 

debate and derision in the contemporary press. As one critic wrote: “Pushkin’s long-awaited 

work is finally before the court of the public. The poet doesn’t call it either tragedy or drama or 

historical scenes. Of course, he himself knows what he was writing, but it would appear he 

wants to see what others will come up with.”4 “What is this trash?” wondered “Tlensky,” Nikolai 

Nadezhdin’s fictional interlocutor in The Telescope. “You can’t even name it.… Neither a 

tragedy nor a comedy, nor the devil knows what!”5 

Debates about the play’s genre have not abated to this day, having been reignited, most 

recently, by renewed interest in the original Comedy. In The Uncensored Boris Godunov (2006), 

Chester Dunning and Caryl Emerson have championed the need to return to the 1825 text, 

arguing that it contains a number of significant features that were later excised by the censor. In 

addition to omitting three scenes and muting the play’s comic effects, Pushkin was forced to end 

the play with the now famous stage direction, “the people are speechless” (“народ 

безмолвствует”). The manuscript, however, ends with the people’s cheer in support of 

“Dimitry,” “Long live Tsar Dimitry Ivanovich!” (“Да здравствует царь Димитрий 

Иванович!”), raising questions not only about Pushkin’s interpretation of Russian history but 

also about the kind of story that he was telling. Was Pushkin following the official Romanov 

                                                
4 E. O. Larionova, ed., Pushkin v prizhyznennoi kritike, 4 vols. (St. Petersburg: Nauka, 1996-2008), 

III: 51. 

5 Ibid., III: 72. 
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version or was he writing a politically subversive history of the Time of Troubles? Is Boris 

Godunov a tragedy about Tsar Boris, or is it, as the original title insinuates, a “comedy” about the 

pretender? 

The present chapter builds on the work of these and other scholars, but reframes the 

discussion in terms of my broader concern with the Romantic redefinition of tragedy. As in the 

previous chapter, I am interested in the way traditional generic criteria give way, in the Romantic 

period, to the more fluid notion of poetic modes, and in the way the interaction of these modes 

opens up the possibility for the discovery of new poetic forms and visions. Such an approach 

finds implicit support in the words of Pushkin’s friend and literary ally Anton Delvig, who, 

responding to his contemporaries’ confusion about the genre of Boris Godunov, asked: “What do 

they hope to gain by the resolution of this problem?”6 Like Delvig, I am less interested in 

defining the genre of Pushkin’s play than in examining the coexistence of tragedy and other 

genres within a larger dramatic framework. How does tragedy, for example, interact with 

elements of comedy and romance, and what effect does this have on the way the play is received 

by the audience? To answer these questions I first identify the modes associated with Pushkin’s 

two heroes, drawing attention to the way Boris and the pretender are marked (or mark 

themselves) as heroes of a particular type of narrative. I then shift perspectives to locate 

Pushkin’s own place vis-à-vis his text, examining the role of irony in his historical and dramatic 

visions. Finally, I examine the play’s affective dimension. I am particularly interested in the way 

irony satisfies or denies certain types of experiences traditionally associated with the theater, my 

argument being that the delayed “discovery” of Boris Godunov may have something to do with 

the fundamental incompatibility between irony and communal ritual. 

                                                
6 Ibid., III: 32. 
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i. “Oh, pity him whose conscience is unclean!” 

Macbeth is haunted by the ghost of Banquo. Claudius has moments of regret and self-doubt. The 

most nefarious of Shakespeare’s villains, Richard III, suffers prophetic nightmares on the eve of 

battle: 
 

Methought the souls of all that I had murder’d 
Came to my tent; and every one did threat 
Tomorrow’s vengeance on the head of Richard.  
 (Richard III, Act 5, Scene 3) 

 

Perhaps no other playwright than Shakespeare has so powerfully evoked the way guilt can tear 

on the conscience of even the most hardened criminal. Whereas ancient tragedy foregrounded the 

consequences of taboo or otherwise transgressive acts on the health of the polis, and Romantic 

tragic drama shows the impossibility of heroic action in an unheroic age, Shakespeare, writing at 

the height of the English Renaissance, probed the contradictions inherent in his own times, 

investigating the moral problems that arise when Machiavellian Realpolitik encroaches on a 

culture still clinging to the traditional pieties.  

Shakespeare was an important influence not only on Pushkin, but also on his main source on 

the Time of Troubles, Nikolai Karamzin, who even translated one of Shakespeare’s tragedies 

(Julius Caesar) into Russian. Scholars have drawn parallels between Karamzin’s account of the 

“troubles” and Shakespeare’s rendering of English history in his Lancastrian cycle, which 

similarly centers on a moment of intense national crisis that is eventually resolved with the 

ascent of a new ruling dynasty.7 In both Shakespeare and Karamzin, providence lends a helping 

hand, with Karamzin in particular making explicit claims to the possession of privileged insight 

into the workings of “Heaven’s Justice” (Nebesnoe Pravosudie). However, Karamzin was also 
                                                

7 See Caryl Emerson, Boris Godunov: Transpositions of a Russian Theme (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1986), 77, 79, 80. 
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inspired by Shakespeare’s manner of finding personal drama in the violent upheavals of history, 

and he often tried to “divine” the psychological motivations of his protagonists. This was 

particularly true in the case of his characterization of Boris. As he advised Pushkin when the poet 

was hard at work on his own account: “You must have in mind in depicting the character of 

Boris a savage mixture: piety and criminal passions. He constantly reread the Bible and sought in 

it justifications for himself. That is a dramatic contradiction.”8  

Pushkin dutifully thanked Karamzin for this observation, but went on to reframe the issue in 

terms more in harmony with his own outlook. As he wrote to Viazemsky: “It [the observation] 

has been very useful to me. I had been looking at Boris from the political point of view, without 

observing his poetic side.”9 Pushkin understood that violence was the price of doing business in 

the ruthless world of Muscovite Realpolitik and did not judge Boris for the murder of the 

tsarevich. Indeed, one can discern a hidden critique of Karamzin on this point in his 

contemporary note on the Annals of Tacitus. Pausing on Tacitus’s moralistic account of the 

murder of Agrippa, Pushkin observes: “If in autocratic rule murder may be excused as the 

necessity of state, then Tiberius was right [in killing Agrippa]. Agrippa, the blood grandson of 

Augustus, had a claim to the throne and was popular with the rabble because of his extraordinary 

strength, boldness and even the simplicity of his mind; such people can always find a great 

number of supporters or be made the weapon of a cunning rebel.”10 Thus what Karamzin took 

for a “criminal passion” becomes a “necessity of state” when examined “from the political point 

of view.” And yet, Pushkin was clearly intrigued by Karamzin’s observation regarding Boris’s 

                                                
8 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 294.  

9 September 13 and 15, 1825. Ibid., 254-255. 

10 Pushkin, PSS, XII: 192. 
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double nature. Perhaps spotting an opportunity to also enter into dialogue with Shakespeare 

(hence the reference to Boris’s “poetic” side), Pushkin resolved to explore the psychological 

consequences of murder, writing: “I shall set him [Boris] down to the Gospels, make him read 

the story of Herod.”11  

There is a cloud of uncertainty surrounding Pushkin’s Boris that makes it all but impossible 

to get a firm grasp on his character. To begin with, the very fact of his guilt is never established 

in the play. The issue is first brought up in the opening exchange between Vorotynsky and 

Shuisky, who converse “off-stage,” as it were, while Boris puts on a show of piety at the 

Novodevichy Convent. The whole town has left to plead with Boris to accept the crown, leaving 

Vorotynsky to wonder: What if he refuses? Shuisky’s carefully crafted response is calculated to 

lead his naïve interlocutor to the politically dangerous subject of Dimitry’s death, without, 

however, opening himself up to attacks in the future: “Then I will say that in vain was spilled the 

blood of the young tsarevich; that if this is so, Dimitry could have lived” (“Скажу, что 

понапрасну / Лилася кровь царевича-младенца; / Что если так, Димитрий мог бы жить”) 

(252).12 Falling for the trap, Vorotynsky inquires if rumors of Boris’s guilt are true, but Shuisky 

again responds in a manner that obscures more than it clarifies, offering questions instead of 

answers, three names instead of the one that matters: “Who else? Who bribed Chepchugov in 

vain? Who sent both Bitiagovskys with Kachalov?” (“А кто же? Кто подкупал напрасно 

Чепчугова? / Кто подослал обоих Битяговских / С Качаловым?”) (252). Finally, Shuisky 

offers his own “eyewitness” account: 
 
 

                                                
11 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 254-255. 

12 All citations of Boris Godunov are taken from Dunning and Emerson, The Uncensored Boris 
Godunov. 
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Я в Углич послан был 
Исследовать на месте это дело: 
Наехал я на свежие следы; 
Весь город был свидетель злодеянья; 
Все граждане согласно показали; 
И, возвратясь, я мог единым словом 
Изобличить сокрытого злодея. (252) 

 
(I was sent to Uglich to investigate this affair on the spot: I came upon fresh tracks; the 
whole town was witness to the evil deed; all the residents pointed in agreement; and, 
returning, I could have exposed the dissembling evildoer with one word.) 
 

How did Shuisky manage to traverse the 250 km from Moscow to Uglich and still fall upon 

“fresh tracks”? How was it possible for the “whole town” to have collectively witnessed the 

crime? What or whom did they point to when prodded by the cunning and no doubt threatening 

official? Shuisky accuses without bringing evidence, insinuates without naming. He is especially 

careful to never name Boris, speaking instead of some “dissembling evildoer.” 

No less uncertain is the account given by the Chudov monk Pimen, whose impartiality as a 

chronicler was, until recently, taken for granted. Pushkin himself did little to discourage this 

reading; in a draft letter addressed to The Moscow Messenger, he explained that, in Pimen, he 

brought together features he found most endearing about the ancient chroniclers: “the innocence 

of soul, the disarming humility, the almost child-like quality which is at the same time combined 

with wisdom, the pious devotion to the Divine Right of the Tsar, the complete absence of self-

regard and partiality.”13 Grigory alludes to the same features in his own description of Pimen, 

likening the chronicler, a touch naïvely, to an impartial government official: “With just such 

calm a government official, grown grey in service, views the innocent and guilty, lends his ear to 

good and ill impartially, not knowing pity or anger” (“Так точно дьяк в приказах поседелый / 

                                                
13 Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 222. Several critics have noted similarities between Pimen and 

Karamzin.  
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Спокойно зрит на правых и виновных, / Добру и злу внимая равнодушно, / Не ведая ни 

жалости, ни гнева”) (274). Pimen’s high moral standing and calm visage should in theory 

inspire trust. And yet, as the scene progresses, we are led to ask: Are “childlike innocence” and 

“pious devotion to the Divine Right of the Tsar” qualities we should look for in an impartial 

observer? 

The limitations of Pimen’s “monk’s-eye view of history”14 are particularly evident in his 

“melancholy tale” about Uglich. By the time he was sent to Uglich on unspecified official 

business, Pimen seems to have already traded his courtier’s costume for the religious habit of a 

monk. This career change was likely dictated by political circumstances – Ivan the Terrible, in 

his last years, having transformed his court into a monastic stage set (“Его дворец, любимцев 

гордых полный, / Монастыря вид новый принимал”) (278). Pimen speaks with devotion both 

of Ivan and of his sickly, saintly son Feodor, choosing to keep silent about the terror that 

preceded Ivan’s sudden conversion. The same sort of selective framing also characterizes his 

account of Uglich. “God brought me to see the evil deed,” he tells Grigory, even though, as we 

learn, he arrived at the scene only after the frenzied mob had already seized upon its victims: 
 

Крик, шум. Бегут на двор царицы. Я 
Спешу туда ж – а там уже весь город. 
Гляжу: лежит зарезанный царевич; 
Царица мать в беспамятстве над ним, 
Кормилица в отчаянье рыдает, 
А тут народ, остервенясь, волочит 
Безбожную предательницу-мамку... 
Вдруг между их, свиреп, от злости бледен, 
Является Иуда Битяговский. 
«Вот, вот злодей!» – раздался общий вопль, 
И вмиг его не стало. (282) 

 

                                                
14 Monika Greenleaf, Pushkin and Romantic Fashion: Fragment, Elegy, Orient, Irony (Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press, 1994), 182. 
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(Shouts, uproar. They rush to the tsaritsa’s court. I hasten there – and find all Uglich 
gathered. I see: there the tsarevich lies, his throat is slit; the tsaritsa his mother lies upon 
him unconscious, his nurse is wailing in despair; furiously the people drag off his other 
nurse, that godless traitor… Suddenly, among them, ferocious, pale from anger, appears 
that Judas, Bitiagovsky. The cry went up all round: ‘There, there’s the murderer!’ But on 
the instant he was off.) 

 

The sense of immediacy that Pimen tries to impart by shifting to the present tense masks the 

uncomfortable fact that the only “evil deed” he actually witnessed (and did nothing to stop) was 

the minor massacre perpetrated by the hysterical mob (Shuisky later tells Boris that thirteen 

people were “torn to shreds” that day). Equally questionable are the circumstances under which 

the suspects gave their confession: called upon to repent by the mob when Dimitry’s body 

suddenly stirred to life, they named Boris, prompted, no doubt, as much by the “miracle” (chudo) 

as by the menacing axes hanging over them (“И в ужасе под топором злодеи / Покаялись – и 

назвали Бориса”) (282). 

“Storytellers are opportunists,” writes Caryl Emerson, “and as we watch history in the 

making we are reminded that history is not only made from, but also made by, stories.”15 The 

accounts offered by Pimen and Shuisky, the sacred and the profane investigator, tell us more 

about their own limitations and hidden motives than about the event concerning which they 

claim to have special insight – an event which is thus buried in the past but whose tragic 

consequences continue to unfold before us. How different is this from both ancient and 

Shakespearean tragedy, where the protagonist either commits or confesses to his crimes in full 

view of the audience. Clytemnestra vaunts her hatred for Agamemnon. Oedipus slowly comes to 

the painful recognition of his guilt for patricide and incest. Medea plots her murders openly 

before our very eyes. In Shakespeare, heroes as different as Richard II and Macbeth, Richard III 

                                                
15 Emerson, Boris Godunov, 129. 
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and Claudius, are ultimately punished for violent deeds the audience has no doubt they have 

committed.  

Not so in Boris Godunov, a play haunted by the “specter of emptiness.”16 The closest we ever 

get to a confession from Boris is his famous soliloquy of Scene 8 (“The Tsar’s Palace”). It begins 

with an analogy that seems out of place given the context: 
 
Достиг я высшей власти; 
Шестой уж год я царствую спокойно. 
Но счастья нет моей душе. Не так ли 
Мы смолоду влюбляемся и алчем 
Утех любви, но только утолим 
Сердечный глад мгновенным обладаньем, 
Уж, охладев, скучаем и томимся? (292-294) 

 
(I have attained the highest power; I have enjoyed six years of peaceful rule. But in my 
soul I know no happiness. Is this not the way we fall in love when young and thirst for 
the pleasures of love, but slaking our heart’s desire with momentary possession, we, 
growing cold, feel bored and languish?) 

 

Caryl Emerson has described the language of the analogy as “doubly inappropriate”: “One 

expects a tsar to speak the lofty diction of alchem and glad, but to address God, not sexual desire. 

And one does not expect a tsar to compare the responsibilities of rule with the pleasures of carnal 

love.”17 We might add: one does not expect a Muscovite tsar to speak of ennui (“скука”) as if he 

were a Parisian fop, or to languish over the fact that power has not brought him personal 

happiness (“Но счастья нет моей душе”; “Мне счастья нет”).  

In fact, both this passage and the soliloquy as a whole are closely related to another text that 

Pushkin wrote while working on Boris Godunov. In his “Scene from Faust” (“Сцена из 

Фауста”), which dates to the summer of 1825, Pushkin portrayed the German philosopher as a 

                                                
16 Sandler, Distant Pleasures, 82. 

17 Emerson, Boris Godunov, 116. 
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rationalist suffering from the mal du siècle – a man whose incessant reflection (“the seed of 

boredom”) prevents him from fully enjoying his achievements. As Mephistopheles observes: 

“You desired fame – and attained it; you wanted to fall in love – and fell in love. You took 

everything that life rendered to you, but were you happy?” (“Желал ты славы – и добился, – / 

Хотел влюбиться – и влюбился. / Ты с жизни взял возможну дань, / А был ли счастлив?”) 

(II: 436). Though Faust concedes that no happiness is to be found in fame or knowledge, he 

continues to hold fast to his faith in the salvational power of love: “Senseless as dreams are 

worldly honors. But there is one form of unmediated bliss: the mingling of two souls” 

(“Мирская честь / Бессмысленна, как сон... Но есть / Прямое благо: сочетанье / Двух душ”) 

(II: 436). This, too, however, is an illusion of which Mephistopheles quickly disabuses him: 

“You dream in broad daylight,” he tells Faust, reminding him of all the destructive thoughts that 

went through his head as he made love to Gretchen (“at a time when no one thinks at all”):  
 

Ты думал: агнец мой послушный! 
Как жадно я тебя желал! 
Как хитро в деве простодушной 
Я грезы сердца возмущал! — 
Любви невольной, бескорыстной 
Невинно предалась она... 
Что ж грудь моя теперь полна 
Тоской и скукой ненавистной?.. (II: 437) 
 

(You thought: my gentle angel! How avidly I longed for you! How cunningly did I stir up 
fantasies of love in a simple-hearted girl! She gave herself in innocence to spontaneous, 
unselfish love… Why is my heart then full of longing and hateful boredom?) 

 

Faust’s inability to enjoy the object of his desire only causes him to despise it. It also 

conveniently allows him to shift blame for his own wrongdoing onto his victim. He is thus 

trapped in a vicious cycle of self-deception: reluctantly allowing Mephistopheles to irritate his 

“secret wound” (“язвы тайной”), he still refuses to acknowledge responsibility for his deeds, 
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thereby falling even more firmly into the grip of the cunning devil. 

In his soliloquy, Boris, too, laments that his achievements have only brought him misery. The 

fickle narod blames him for every calamity that befalls Russia (famine, fire, untimely deaths), 

while turning a blind eye to his generosity. Consequently, like Faust, Boris turns away from the 

world, seeking comfort not in love, of course, but in his conscience: “Ah! how I feel it: nothing 

gives us peace amidst the tribulations of this world; Nothing, nothing…. save, perhaps, only 

conscience” (“Ах! чувствую: ничто не может нас / Среди мирских печалей успокоить; / 

Ничто, ничто…. едина разве совесть”) (294). However, again like Faust, Boris continues to 

deceive himself. A clean conscience can triumph over slander, he says, 
 
Но если в ней единое пятно, 
Единое, случайно завелося, 
Тогда – беда! как язвой моровой 
Душа сгорит, нальется сердце ядом, 
Как молотком стучит в ушах упрек, 
И всe тошнит, и голова кружится, 
И мальчики кровавые в глазах… 
И рад бежать, да некуда… ужасно! 
Да, жалок тот, в ком совесть нечиста. (294-296) 

 
(But if one stain, one single stain, should by accident appear on it, then – woe! The soul 
will burn as from a pestilent wound, the heart will fill with poison, reproach assault the 
ears with hammer-blows, and nausea, and spinning head, and bloodied boys before the 
eyes … And glad to run – but where? … Horrible! Yes, pitiful is he whose conscience is 
unclean!) 

 

This passage is to the highest degree paradoxical. On the one hand, Boris presents an entirely 

hypothetical situation – employing an abstract grammatical construction (“if … then …”) and 

unexpectedly switching from the first-person “I” (used 25 times earlier in the soliloquy) to the 

third-person “he” (“тот”). On the other hand, the use of the present tense (“стучит,” “тошнит,” 

“кружится”), and the obvious (though possibly inadvertent) allusion to the deceased tsarevich 
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(“мальчики кровавые в глазах”),18 naturally causes us to suspect Boris. After all, Boris 

employs similarly evasive rhetoric in other scenes: when interrogating Shuisky about his trip to 

Uglich (“Listen, Prince Vasily: When I found out that this youth had been… That this youth 

somehow lost his life…”; “Послушай, князь Василий: / Как я узнал, что отрока сего... / Что 

отрок сей лишился как-то жизни…”; 340); or when advising Feodor on his deathbed (“But I 

attained the highest powers… How? Don’t ask”; “Но я достиг верховной власти... чем? / Не 

спрашивай”; 232). The difference, of course, is that in the soliloquy Boris is alone. We can 

understand why he might want to hide the truth from others, but why hide it from himself? 

“It is not difficult to defy (‘braver’) the judgment of men,” Pushkin wrote not long after 

completing Boris Godunov, “it is impossible to defy the judgment of one’s own conscience.”19 

Though he made this observation in reference to the memoirs that he was writing throughout the 

summer and fall of 1825, it clearly resonates with our discussion of Boris and Faust. The 

memoirist’s inability to defy his conscience causes his pen to stop, he says, “as a runner draws 

up at an abyss,” much in the same way that language breaks down for Pushkin’s two heroes. For 

both, complete sincerity turns out to be “a physical impossibility,” or rather, a cause of physical 

suffering not unlike the pain induced by a festering wound (“Не растравляй мне язвы тайной”; 

“Тогда беда: как язвой моровой…”). Unable to admit their guilt, they instead turn to sophistry, 

first, by distancing themselves from their crimes, then by positioning themselves as victims.20 

Boris accomplishes this minor feat with an unexpected allusion to Aristotle’s doctrine of fear and 

                                                
18 This may be a Freudian slip avant la lettre: the phrase “мальчики в глазах” (sans “кровавые”) is a 

colloquiaism roughly equivalent to the English “to have stars in one’s eyes.” 

19 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 163. 

20 As Stephanie Sandler observes: “Rather than sentences that place Boris as the agent of his actions, 
the play has him utter sentences where things are done to him. He is the victim of the dead child’s 
dizzying appearance rather than the possible cause of the child’s death.” Sandler, Distant Pleasures, 96. 
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pity (“ужасно! / Да, жалок тот, в ком совесть нечиста”; emphasis mine), in effect becoming 

both author and hero of his own private tragedy. Apart from the fact that his use of this formula 

is, technically, inappropriate (for Aristotle, pity can only be felt toward one who committed his 

crime in ignorance), the ploy only serves to perpetuate Boris’s spiritual and physical anguish, for 

it traps him within a plot structure he does not need to inhabit. Boris binds himself to the rules of 

a genre to which he does not in fact belong, becoming the tragic hero of a work that projects 

anxiety about its own status as tragedy.21 

Thus, in a play full of pretenders of one sort or another, Boris comes across as a pretender to 

the role of tragos – the sacrificial “he-goat” whose death is meant to restore order and assure the 

continuity of the polis. The difficulty consists in his unwillingness to confess – not only for the 

private reasons mentioned above, but also for practical ones: in a culture that abides by the 

notion of collective responsibility, confession would almost certainly spell doom for his entire 

clan. This is the problem he faces as he lies on his deathbed. While closely modeled on a similar 

moment in King Henry IV, Part 2, where the dying king offers practical advice to his once 

wayward heir, Prince Hal, Boris’s deathbed speech was initially inspired by a passage in 

Karamzin. Pausing to note that we lack any knowledge of what went on in Boris’s head as he 

faced death, Karamzin exclaims: “Who wouldn’t want to see and hear Godunov in the last 

moments of such a life – to read into his gaze and his soul, troubled by the sudden approach of 

eternity!” Would Boris have repented upon seeing, for the last time, the Sign of the Cross, or did 

he go to his grave without making confession? Though Karamzin’s tone makes it clear that the 

moralistic resolution would have been preferable, he wisely pulls back, noting: “The silence of 

                                                
21 As Monika Greenleaf puts it in her discussion of Boris as a failed Machiavel, “Boris’s problem is 

not that he once killed, but that he has let it paralyze him.” Greenleaf, Pushkin and Romantic Fashion, 
188. 
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contemporaries, like an impenetrable veil, has hidden from us a spectacle so important, so 

instructive, that it leaves room only to the imagination.”22 

What remained hidden behind an impenetrable veil for the historian turned out to be within 

the imaginative grasp of the poet. Pushkin must have relished the opportunity to upstage 

Karamzin, for he summoned all his powers to “divine” how Boris must have behaved at this 

decisive moment. Any thought of a moralistic (“Karamzinian”) resolution is immediately 

brushed aside when Pushkin’s Boris declares he has no time for confessions:  
 

о Боже, Боже! 
Сейчас явлюсь перед тобой – и душу 
Мне некогда очистить покаяньем. 
Но чувствую – мой сын, ты мне дороже 
Душевного спасенья... так и быть! (432) 

  
(O Lord, Lord! Soon I will appear before you – and have no time to purify my soul with 
repentance. But I feel, my son, that you are more dear to me that spiritual salvation… 
Then so be it!) 

 

Boris’s thoughts are directed solely on the future of his upstart clan, for the sake of which he is 

willing to suffer anything, even eternal damnation. As he tells his son (echoing the dying words 

of Henry IV): “you are innocent, and you shall reign by right, I, I alone shall answer for 

everything to the Almighty” (“ты невинен, / Ты царствовать теперь по праву станешь, / Я, я 

за всё один отвечу Богу”) (432).23 The cathartic moment is thus once again withheld, and we 

remain uncertain about whether to pity Boris or simply to admire him.  

 

                                                
22 N. M. Karamzin, Istoriia gosudarstva rosiiskogo, 12 v. (St. Petersburg: 1892), XI: 108. 

23 Cf. King Henry IV, Part 2: “How I came by the crown, O God forgive; / And grant it may with thee 
in true peace live!” (Act 4, Scene 5). For a comparative analysis of these scenes, see Catherine O’Neil, 
With Shakespeare’s Eyes: Pushkin’s Creative Appropriations of Shakespeare (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 2003), 55. 
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ii. “A snake! A snake!” 

There are no winners in tragedy (at least in what George Steiner calls the genre’s “absolute” 

form); and even where new individuals do come to fill the power void left by the fallen hero 

(Creon in Oedipus Rex, Albany in King Lear), we are meant to see them less as beneficiaries of 

the recent crisis than as selfless ministers of the restored order. Historical drama, on the other 

hand, often projects a more hopeful, less fatalistic vision of life; like history itself, it can be 

emplotted in a variety of modes, not only as tragedy.24 As Herbert Lindenberger observes, in 

some historical plays, “a single character or segment of the play’s action may represent a ‘tragic’ 

view of life, only to be set into a larger, nontragic perspective of the play as a whole”; indeed, 

much of the vitality of historical drama comes precisely from “the confrontation of tragic and 

nontragic perspectives.”25 And while history does tend to “magnify” an action, investing it with 

the illusion of “[tragic] dignity, scope, and overriding importance,”26 the historical dramatist can 

also downplay tragedy’s fatalistic impulse by taking into account the fullness and 

unpredictability of the historical process. 

I will examine the nature of Pushkin’s own historical vision further down; in this section, I 

focus on the narrative mode most closely associated with his pretender. As in the previous 

section, I draw a sharp distinction between the narrative claims made by Pushkin’s protagonists 

and the rather less rigidly plotted historical world to which they belong; indeed I believe that 

much of the dramatic tension in Boris Godunov is built on precisely such gaps between “reality” 

                                                
24 Haydn White applies Frye’s theory of mythoi to historical writing in Metahistory: The Historical 

Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). 

25 Herbert Lindenberger, Historical Drama: The Relation of Literature to Reality (Chicago, IL: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1975), 76. 

26 Ibid., 55. 
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and “narrative pretense.” Just as Boris sees himself as a tragic hero, and consequently suffers 

from what might have been an evitable fate, Otrepyev, I argue, is fashioned (or fashions himself) 

after the heroes of romance, a mode equally antithetical to the historical world which he inhabits. 

A modern quest story set within a larger historical frame, the pretender’s “romantic” plot stands 

in dramatic counterpoint to Boris’s “tragedy.”  

In his Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye traces the progress of the archetypal romance plot 

(or mythos) through six distinct phases that correspond to the hero’s life cycle. According to his 

scheme, the miraculous birth or rescue of the infant hero in the first phase of the plot eventually 

gives way to an idyllic second phase, in the course of which the innocent youth comes to yearn 

for a more active life in the “lower world.” This phase, in turn, gives way to a third movement, 

which begins when the hero sets off on his romantic quest and ends with his triumph over evil 

forces. The last three phases of the romance plot are concerned with the maintenance of the new 

harmonious social order instituted by the hero, but also with the latter’s increased withdrawal 

into contemplative old age. Central images of the final “penseroso” phase include the old man in 

the tower and the lonely hermit occupied with occult or magical studies.27 

As even this brief sketch should already suggest, there is much that connects the pretender 

plot with the archetypal romance narrative.28 In fact, the initial setting for our encounter with 

                                                
27 In another variant, this figure is surrounded by a small circle of congenial friends who come to 

listen to his life story. See Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2000), 186-206. 

28 The romantic character of the pretender plot has been noted by others. Irena Ronen contrasts the 
“high” palatial style of scenes featuring Boris to the “romanticized” plot-line of the pretender. Douglas 
Clayton notes that Otrepyev’s “chosen genre” is the romance, adding that his “ultimate fiction” (that he is 
the murdered prince Dimitry) is nothing but “a romantic fantasy.” The following analysis should be seen 
as an extension, rather than a revision, of their work. Irina Ronen, Smyslovoi stroi tragedii Pushkina 
‘Boris Godunov’ (Moscow: 1997), 34; Douglas Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade: A Reading of Alexander 
Pushkin’s ‘Boris Godunov’ (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2004), 111. 
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Otrepyev recalls both phases two and six of Frye’s scheme, bringing together the adolescent hero 

longing for action and the elderly hermit who has withdrawn to reflect on (and record) his 

experiences. As Grigory tells Pimen: 
 
Как весело провел свою ты младость! 
Ты воевал под башнями Казани, 
Ты рать Литвы при Шуйском отражал, 
Ты видел двор и роскошь Иоанна! 
Счастлив! а я от отроческих лет 
По келиям скитаюсь, бедный инок! 
Зачем и мне не тешиться в боях, 
Не пировать за царскою трапезой? 
Успел бы я, как ты, на старость лет 
От суеты, от мира отложиться, 
Произнести монашества обет 
И в тихую обитель затвориться. (276) 

 
(How happily you spent your youth! You fought beneath the bastions of Kazan, with 
Shuisky you repulsed the Lithuanians, You saw the court and luxury of Ivan! Happy 
man! Whilst I, from my earliest youth, have trailed from cell to cell, a poor monk! Why 
may not I amuse myself in battle, sit with the tsar at table? I will have time enough, like 
you, when old age comes, to withdraw from the hurly-burly of the world, to take the 
monastic vow and shut myself off in a quiet cell.) 
 

In the eyes of the novice, Pimen is a model romance hero who has arrived at the end of his quest, 

and it is this legacy of adventure, rather than Pimen’s tedious occupation as chronicler, that he 

wishes to inherit. Like many a romance hero (Faust once again springs to mind), Otrepyev wants 

a life of deeds rather than words, to make history rather than merely record it. 

And Pimen’s “melancholy tale” about a murdered tsarevich has all the trappings of a 

romantic fantasy, which Otrepyev begins to spin out at the urgings of a demonic helper. The 

sudden cut to the monastery wall in the subsequent scene is accompanied by a jarring shift from 

blank verse to rhymed trochaic octometer – the first instance of such stylistic play in Boris 

Godunov. The scene begins with Grigory’s lament: “How boring, how wearisome is our 

wretched life! Days come, days go – you see and hear the same thing” (“Что за скука, что за 
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горе наше бедное житье! / День приходит, день проходит – видно, слышно всё одно”) 

(286).29 Several scholars have commented on the folkloric texture of this scene, its grotesque 

subject and singsong meter evoking the traditions of the balagan and the chastushka. As Caryl 

Emerson writes: “The scene feels folkloric, prelogical, reminiscent of those early Muscovite 

narratives in which dissatisfied young men dream of what the devil can bring and then suddenly 

hear his seductive, accommodating voice.”30 Irena Ronen compares the “evil monk” (zloi 

chernets) whom Otrepyev encounters in this scene to the “sender-gifter” (otpravitel’-daritel’) 

character in Russian folk tales,31 while Emerson observes that Grigory’s lament anticipates the 

two “novice songs” (monasheskiie-chernecheskie pesni) which the vagabond monk Varlaam 

later sings in the tavern – both adapted from Mikhail Chulkov’s eighteenth-century collection of 

Russian folk songs.32  

The scene takes place both literally and symbolically at the threshold: between the monastery 

and the outside world, the heavenly and the demonic realms, history and folklore. It is a 

dreamlike sequence (we might recall that our first and last encounters with Otrepyev take place 

just as he wakes from and is about to go to sleep), fusing together a range of literary and folk 

sources according to its own otherworldly dream logic.33 Our interpretation of the scene is 

                                                
29 This scene was removed from the 1830 edition of the text. See Dunning and Emerson, The 

Uncensored Boris Godunov, 205-209. 

30 Ibid., 207. 

31 Ronen, Smyslovoi stroi tragedii Pushkina ‘Boris Godunov’, 44-47. 

32 The pesennik is Novoe i polnoe sobranie rossiiskikh pesen (1780); see Dunning and Emerson, The 
Uncensored Boris Godunov, 220. A more contemporary source for the monastery wall scene will be 
discussed below. 

33 For his unrealized production, Meyerhold wanted to stage the scene as a dream Otrepyev sees when 
he falls asleep by a roadside. See V. I. Meierhol’d, Stati’i, pis’ma, rechi, besedy, vol. 2 (Moscow: 
Iskusstvo, 1968), 383.  
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inevitably wrought up with the identity of the evil monk: “Is he a routine troublemaker? An 

agent of the Romanovs or their princely allies? (According to Karamzin and confirmed by later 

historians, monks from the Chudov Monastery were implicated in the plot to unseat Boris.) Or 

might he be some demonic tempter, a common enough apparition in monastic communities and a 

staple of Saints’ Lives?” We have already noted that Pushkin had been reading Goethe’s Faust; 

perhaps, Emerson hints, the evil monk is the Devil, “offering a Faustian pact.”34 Any one of 

these guesses is ultimately as good as another, but, taken together, they help create that 

atmosphere of tension and uncertainty that, I believe, is the hallmark of Pushkinian drama. The 

palimpsestic nature of the scene also reinforces what is perhaps the pretender’s most salient 

character trait: his uncanny ability to cut across boundaries. 

A Protean character who easily crosses barriers of geography, language, and genre, the 

pretender weaves together a plot out of every new act of transgression.35 Of particular interest are 

Otrepyev’s linguistic transgressions, which are intimately bound up with his identity as a 

samozvanets (literally, “self-namer”). In the course of the play, Otrepyev shows off his skill at 

adapting to a variety of discourses: improvising folksy proverbs with Varlaam and Misail, 

pontificating about poetry in Craców, romancing Marina by the fountain. His initial act of 

samozvanstvo takes place in the climactic moments of the monastery wall scene, when, at the 

urging of the evil monk, he declares: “I’m Dimitry, I’m the tsarevich” (“Я – Димитрий, я – 

царевич”) (288). According to the linguist John Searle, declarations are a type of illocutionary 

speech act whose defining trait is to bring about the correspondence between their propositional 

content and reality. Declarations such as “I now pronounce you husband and wife” and “You’re 

                                                
34 Dunning and Emerson, The Uncensored Boris Godunov, 205. 

35 The potentially dangerous character of all boundary crossings is captured in the Russian word for 
“crime” (prestuplenie; i.e., “stepping over,” “transgressing”). 
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fired!” effect real change merely by virtue of their enunciation; however, the successful 

performance of such statements requires the existence of an “extra-linguistic institution” (e.g., a 

church, a place of employment) within which both the speaker and the listeners must occupy 

special roles.36 The samozvanets, by contrast, is someone who usurps the State’s authority over a 

particular type of discourse, who successfully transforms himself simply by the act of “self-

naming.” Such people are “dangerous” (as Boris warns Feodor) not just because they pose a 

clear political threat, but because, to the superstitious mind, their words work magic.  

“The hero of romance moves in a world in which the ordinary laws of nature are slightly 

suspended,” notes Frye, a world known to us from such genres as “legends, folk tales, [and] 

märchen.”37 The pretender’s meteoric rise to power can be described, from a certain perspective, 

as a chudo (wonder, miracle), something so extraordinary and unexpected that it defies any 

attempt to understand it. Words with the root chud- appear more than twenty times in Boris 

Godunov. Waking up from his chudnyi dream in the Chudov monastery, Otrepyev listens to 

Pimen’s stories about the chudesnye deeds of saints (“Угодников святые чудеса”) (282), 

strange cases of deathbed visions (“неслыханное чудо”) (280) and miraculous resurrections (“И 

чудо – вдруг мертвец затрепетал”) (282).38 An eagerness to believe in miracles is especially 

prevalent among the narod. As the evil monk tells Grigory: “Our foolish people are easily taken 
                                                

36 John R. Searle, “A Classification of Illocutionary Acts,” Language in Society 5.1 (1976), 14. 

37 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, 33. 

38 Pimen’s romantically-emplotted tales are, of course, reminiscent of Karamzin, whose eagerness to 
describe certain historical events as miracles Pushkin must have found charming, but anachronistic. 
According to Karamzin, the pretender was “the wondrous instrument of heaven’s wrath” (“чудесное 
орудие гнева небеснаго”). At the same time, he could be contemptuous of the narod’s gullibility, 
writing: “With no earlier examples of pretenders in their history and not understanding such bold 
deceptions; loving the ancient family of tsars and greedily listening to secret tales about the supposed 
virtues of the False Dimitry, Russians secretly passed a thought among themselves, that God has truly, by 
some miracle [каким нибудь чудом], worthy of His justice, could save Ivan’s son in order to punish the 
reviled predator and tyrant.” Karamzin, Istoriia gosudarstva rosiiskogo, XI: 84, 95. 
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in: they are quick to wonder at miracles and at novelty” (“Слушай, глупый наш народ / 

Легковерен: рад дивиться чудесам и новизне”) (288). Later, in the course of his verbal duel 

with Marina Mniszech, Grigory admits to having taken advantage of the narod’s gullibility: 

“Grown weary of monastic confinement, I hatched a bold design beneath the cowl, prepared a 

miracle for the world” (“Монашеской неволею скучая, / Под клобуком, свой замысел 

отважный / Обдумал я, готовил миру чудо”) (376). The success of his deception is such that 

even Boris is unsure about the pretender’s provenance. As he tells Feodor: “He’s dangerous, this 

wondrous pretender” (“Опасен он, сей чудный самозванец”) (432). 

Indeed, it sometimes appears as if Otrepyev himself comes to believe the fantasy that he set 

in motion. Pushkin may have been familiar with Schiller’s Demetrius fragment, which, among 

other things, advances the notion that Otrepyev grew up in the monastery believing he was the 

true son of Ivan the Terrible. Even if Pushkin’s own pretender is less obviously self-deceived, he 

nevertheless comes to embody his various roles so well that, at times, he seems to forget himself 

in the protean character he has created.39 

Among the many roles that Grigory claims for himself is that of his patron saint, St. George, 

known variously as the Conqueror (Pobedonosets) and as the Miracle-worker (Chudotvorets). 

The association between Grigory and St. George was likely suggested by history: one of the 

promises the pretender made to the Russian narod was to restore an old custom that gave 

peasants the right to leave a lord’s service after the fall harvest, in the two weeks surrounding St. 

                                                
39 On the possible influence of Schiller’s Demetrius fragment on Pushkin’s Comedy, see Chester 

Dunning, “Did Schiller’s Demetrius Influence Alexander Pushkin’s Comedy about Tsar Boris and 
Grishka Otrepyev?,” Word, Music, History: A Festschrift for Caryl Emerson, eds. Lazar Fleishman, 
Gabriala Safran and Michael Wachtel (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005).  
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George’s Day.40 The first allusion to this custom is made during the tavern scene on the border to 

Poland-Lithuania. Learning from the hostess about the newly-instituted security checks, Grigory 

remarks: “Here’s St. George’s Day for you, granny” (“Вот тебе, бабушка, Юрьев день”) 

(302).41 In a subsequent scene between Shuisky and Gavrila Pushkin, the latter complains that 

Boris’s temporary ban on peasant movement also undermines the aristocracy’s power over their 

own estates: “Now he abolishes St. George’s day. Don’t dare dismiss a lazy worker!” (“Вот 

Юрьев день задумал уничтожить. / Не смей согнать ленивца!”) (324). As both Gavrila and 

Alexander Pushkin understand all too well, Boris’s suspension of this right was one of the major 

grievances against his rule among both the landed aristocracy and the narod: “Just let the 

pretender promise them [the narod] the old St. George’s Day,” Gavrila Pushkin tells Shuisky, 

“and the fun will start” (“Попробуй самозванец / Им посулить старинный Юрьев день, / Так 

и пойдет потеха”) (326). 

However, the medieval tale about St. George also informs a long tradition of Christian 

romance narratives, the central form of the “quest-romance,” according to Frye, being “the 

dragon-killing theme exemplified in the stories of St. George and Perseus.”42 Pushkin himself 

first made use of the dragon-killing theme as early as 1822 in his “Song about the Seer Oleg” 

(“Песнь о вещем Олеге”; published in 1825). Based on an ancient legend (recounted in vol. 1 of 

Karamzin’s History), the poem sings the tragic fate of the pagan prince Oleg, who, upon 

                                                
40 Besides the April 23 St. George’s day celebrated throughout Christendom, Russians also celebrate a 

second St. George’s day on November 26, the anniversary of the dedication of the Church of St. George 
in Kiev by Yaroslav I (1051 AD). 

41 As Douglas Clayton observes, the expression had by that time become colloquial, being roughly 
equivalent to the English: “Here’s a fine kettle of fish.” Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, 137. 

42 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, 189. The following analysis builds on discussions of St. George 
iconography in Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, Chapter 6; and O’Neil, With Shakespeare's Eyes, 58-61. 
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consulting a soothsayer, learns that death will come to him not in battle, but from his horse. 

Upon hearing this, Oleg sends the horse away and takes another. Asking about its whereabouts 

many years later, he is told that the horse has died and is taken to see its bones. Oleg derides the 

soothsayer for making a false prophecy; but as he places his foot on the horse’s skull to 

apostrophize it, a snake emerges and bites the foot of the prince, killing him. Thus the legend 

contains all the basic elements of the St. George story (horse, rider, snake), but with a different 

ending and moral. Ironically, and despite his honorific title of “seer,” Oleg is unable to see the 

truth of the soothsayer’s prophecy. In this pre-Christian legend, it is the hero who is killed by the 

dragon. 

Ironic reversals of this kind are frequently employed in Boris Godunov. Douglas Clayton has 

examined in detail the significance of the “horse-and-rider” image in Pushkin’s play. It first 

appears in the scene with the Holy Fool Nikolka, who receives a kopeck from an old woman in 

exchange for his prayer only to have it taken away from him by a little boy. As Clayton 

observes: “The kopeck was a coin first emitted during the reign of Ivan the Terrible. On the coin 

was [an] image of St. George the Wonder-worker. The etymology of the word kopeck – from 

kop’e, meaning ‘lance’ – was a constant reminder of the lance with which the saint skewers the 

serpent in the icon.” Clayton then cites David Bethea’s observation that, throughout the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries, the image of the saint on the coin “was modified by an imperial 

radiate crown and by a portrait of the reigning tsar; i.e., the ‘Moscow rider’ of Moscovite 

coinage was simultaneously St. George and the Tsar.” As Clayton concludes: “The loss of the 

coin by Nikolka can therefore be seen as a miniature parody of the loss by Boris of his tsardom – 

stolen by a little boy.”43  
                                                

43 Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, 137. The parallel between Nikolka and Boris is established by means of 
Nikolka’s “iron cap,” which parodically doubles Boris’s heavy “cap of Monomakh.” 
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The horse-and-rider image is thus symbolic of the holy relationship between the tsar and the 

narod – the latter, in Basmanov’s formulation to Boris, being like a horse whom the rider reins in 

if it starts to get out of hand: 
 
Всегда народ к смятенью тайно склонен: 
Так борзый конь грызет свои бразды; 
На власть отца так отрок негодует; 
Но что ж? конем спокойно всадник правит, 
И отроком отец повелевает. (426) 

 
(Тhe people are always inclined to rebellion: the fiery steed always chews its bit; the son 
always resents his father’s power. What of it? The horseman calmly controls his horse, 
and the father prevails upon his son.) 
 

“But then the horse will sometimes throw its rider” (“Конь иногда сбивает седока”) (428), 

responds Boris, and he later advises Feodor to keep a tight grip over the people by alternately 

loosening and drawing in the reins of power: “In time and gradually draw tight the reins of 

government. For now, relax them, but never let them go…” (“Со временем и понемного снова 

/ Затягивай державные бразды. / Теперь ослабь, из рук не выпуская…”) (434). As Clayton 

concludes: “The horse and rider combination is, in other words, the union of tsar and people 

united in defense of that sanctified space called Holy Russia. There is no more powerful emblem 

of Russia than the icon of St. George.”44 

The story of St. George thus stands behind a whole complex of interrelated images and 

motifs connecting the idea of tsardom to power. One of the most important invocations of the 

horse-and-rider image takes place at the end of Scene 21 (“Forest”), when Grigory laments his 

fallen steed. “Much of the [romance] hero’s life is spent with animals,” writes Frye, “or at any 

                                                
44 Nor of England, perhaps. As Catherine O’Neil has shown, horse and rider imagery is also prevalent 

in Shakespeare’s chronicles (e.g., Richard III’s famous plea for a horse), St. George being England’s 
patron saint as well as Russia’s. See O’Neil, With Shakespeare's Eyes, 58-61; Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, 
137. 



 

 81 

rate the animals that are incurable romantics, such as horses, dogs, and falcons, and the typical 

setting of romance is the forest. The hero’s death or isolation thus has the effect of a spirit 

passing out of nature, and evokes a mood best described as elegiac. The elegiac presents a 

heroism unspoiled by irony.”45 The last statement is not quite true in Grigory’s case, for the 

entire forest scene is tinged with a lethal doze of irony. There are in fact at least three different 

responses that we can have to this scene, depending on whether we read it literally, 

metaphorically, or metapoetically. If we read it literally, we are likely to be outraged by the fact 

that Grigory laments not his fallen soldiers but a horse, and then calmly proceeds to fall asleep, 

resting his head on the horse’s saddle. One is even tempted (as some critics have been) to chime 

in with Gavrila Pushkin: “Crushed to bits, he flees to save his life, and now he’s carefree like a 

stupid child” (“Разбитый в прах, спасаяся побегом, / Беспечен он, как глупое дитя”) (424).46 

If we read it metaphorically, we understand that what Grigory really laments is not a horse, but 

the Russian people whom it represents, more specifically, those of the Russian people who died 

fighting in the battle. Finally, if we read it metapoetically – that is, if we connect the scene to 

Pushkin’s “Song of the Seer Oleg” – we realize that the scene is prophetic: “[T]he horse (i.e., the 

Russian people that the pretender has intended to ride) will be the death of the pretender. The 

serpent will rise up and kill the rider.”47 

                                                
45 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, 39. 

46 O’Neil points out that Pushkin may have been drawing on the image of Napoleon sleeping soundly 
after defeat at Waterloo, as well as on Byron’s portrayal of Charles XII of Sweden falling asleep to 
Mazeppa’s story after the rout of Poltava. O’Neil, With Shakespeare's Eyes, 58. 

47 Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, 136. In a letter to Alexander Bestuzhev, Pushkin spoke of prince Oleg’s 
character in terms that seem also to apply to Otrepyev: “The comradely love of the old prince for his 
horse and his solicitude about its fate is a trait of touching simple-heartedness, and the occurrence has in 
itself much of the poetic in its simplicity.” Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 201. Cf. Pushkin’s 
note on Tacitus (above) about Agrippa’s “simplicity of mind.”  
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Thus Pushkin invokes the traditional romance plot inspired by the medieval tale about St. 

George only to hint at the ultimate futility of Grigory’s struggle. The same sort of reversal of the 

dragon-killing theme takes place at the end of the pretender’s garden rendezvous with Marina, 

when, having barely escaped intact, Grigory cries out: “A snake! A snake!” (“Змея! змея!”) 

(384). This appears to be yet another allusion to Faust: in the “Wald und Hölen” scene of his 

tragedy, Goethe’s Faust cries out to Mephistopheles: “Schlange! Schlange!” Both scenes 

dramatize the disenchantment of a romantic hero at the hands of a more wily, ironic interlocutor 

– the “garden/forest” setting of course harking back to the Biblical story about Man’s banishment 

from the world of romance and into a more turbulent life East of Eden.48  

Pushkin’s hero comes to the rendezvous armed with a quiver full of romantic clichés 

(“затверженных речей”),49 which he hopes to discharge, one by one, on his Polish princess:  
 

Ты ль наконец? Тебя ли вижу я, 
Одну со мной, под сенью тихой ночи? 
Как медленно катился скучный день! 
Как медленно заря вечерня гасла! 
Как долго ждал во мраке я ночном! (372) 

 
(Is it finally you? Do I really see you, alone with me, in night’s soft shade? How slow the 
tiresome day rolled! How slow the dying of the day’s last light! How long I have waited 
in the dark of night!) 

 

The slow succession of nights and days (“медленно… медленно… долго…”), the Edenic 

timelessness of the romance world, contrasts sharply with Marina’s own world-wise sense of 

historical time on the march: “I did not appoint this rendezvous to listen to a lover’s tender’s 

                                                
48 Connecting the Adam and Eve story to that of St. George, Frye writes: “In the Book of Revelation 

the leviathon, Satan, and the Edenic serpent are all identified. This identification is the basis for an 
elaborate dragon-killing metaphor in Christian symbolism.” Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, 189. 

49 Contrast to Pushkin’s Don Guan, who, begins Scene 3 of The Stone Guest by deliberately casting 
aside all formulas and embracing his role as an “improviser of love songs.” 
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speeches” (“Я здесь тебе назначила свиданье / Не для того, чтоб слушать нежны речи / 

Любовника”) (372), she sharply rejoinders. “The hours fly, and time is precious” (“Часы бегут, 

и дорого мне время”) (373). While Grigory idles away the time in Poland, his enemies grow 

stronger: 
 

Не время, князь. Ты медлишь — и меж тем 
Приверженность твоих клевретов стынет, 
Час от часу опасность и труды 
Становятся опасней и труднее, 
Уж носятся сомнительные слухи, 
Уж новизна сменяет новизну; 
А Годунов свои приемлет меры... (374) 

 
(This is not the time, prince. You dally – but in the meantime the loyalty of your 
followers is cooling, from hour to hour your difficulties and dangers become more 
difficult and dangerous still, dubious rumors abound, one novelty replaces another 
novelty; and Godunov will soon be taking steps…) 
  

“It’s time, it’s time! Wake up, don’t delay any more” (“Пора, пора! проснись, не медли 

боле”) (384), she urges “Dimitry,” rousing him from the “hero’s sleep” (bogatyrskii son) that has 

taken hold of him.50 Pushkin drew on his friendship with several strong-willed women for his 

portrait of Marina: Ekaterina Orlova was one of them;51 but more importantly, Karolina 

Sobanska, the Polish mistress of General Jan Witt, a notorious double agent whom she assisted 

                                                
50 As Catherine O’Neil observes: “The sleep needed by Russian folk heroes is indeed remarkable in 

its ubiquity and its frequently inopportune timing; many a distraught princess is found frantically trying to 
wake the hero as the dragon approaches.” O’Neil, With Shakespeare's Eyes, 53-54. Pushkin must have 
been charmed by the way Russian folk tales reverse a tradional plot motif of Greek and Roman epics, 
whose romance heroes (Odysseus, Aeneas) are often held back from their destiny by their various 
paramours. Especially interesting in connection to Boris Godunov is Virgil’s use of serpentine imagery in 
his portrayal of Dido. 

51 “Marina will make you get a hard on – because she is a Pole and very good looking (of the type of 
Katerina Orlova, have I told you?).” Letter to Viazemsky; November 7, 1825. Pushkin, The Letters of 
Alexander Pushkin, 271. 
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in his spying activities for the Third Ministry.52 In the early 1820s Sobanska hosted a popular 

salon in Oddessa, where she used her celebrated charm to get close to a number of prominent 

liberals, including Pushkin. And though the latter’s youthful infatuation with the older woman 

quickly cooled (he was simultanously courting at least two other women, both of them married), 

he wrote a series of impassioned letters to her upon encountering her again in St. Petersburg in 

1829-1830. “There is in you an irony, a maliciousness, which embitter and discourage one,” 

Pushkin wrote in one of these letters. “Feelings become painful, and words from the heart turn 

into mere jests in your presence. You are the demon, that is, ‘the one who doubts and denies 

[celui qui doute et nie],’ as the Scripture says.”53  

“Demon” was Sobanska’s nickname in the society circles of Oddessa, but the scriptural 

citation also returns us to Goethe’s Mephistopheles, the ironic spirit “that denies forever” (“Ich 

bin der Geist, der stets verneint!”).54 We have thus an interrelated sequence of elements (woman, 

demon, Satan, serpent, time, irony), which Pushkin opposes, time and again, to the naiveté of the 

romance world. Compare Grigory’s apostrophe at the end of the fountain scene to the narrator’s 

meditation on women in two stanzas excluded from Chapter 4 of Eugene Onegin (written in 

1824/1825). Describing how “woman” appeared to him in his early youth, the narrator observes: 
 
Тогда мне женщина являлась 
Каким то чистым божеством 
Владела чувством и умом 
Сияла дивным совершенством 
 
[…] 

                                                
52 On the influence of Sobanska on Pushkin’s portrait of Marina Mniszech, see Roman Jakobson, 

“Tainaia osvedomitel’nitsa vospetaia Pushkinym i Mitskevichem,” Raboty o poetike (Moscow: 1987), 
246. 

53 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 376. 

54 It is also an auto-citation of Pushkin’s poem “Demon” (written in 1823; published in 1825). 
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То в ней чудовище я видел 
Созданье злобных адских сил 
Я трепетал и ненавидел – 
Алкая ждал [и] слезы лил 
Ее пронзительные взоры 
Улыбка, слезы, разговоры 
Всё было в ней отравлено 
Изменою напоено 
Всё в ней [казалось каплет ядом], 
Она являлась мне змией (VI: 333-334) 

 
(At the time, woman appeared to me as some pure divinity. She possessed feeling and 
intelligence, she glowed with a strange perfection […] At other times, I saw a monster in 
her, a product of the evil forces of Hell. I was anxious and felt hatred – Craving, I waited 
and shed tears. Her penetrating gaze, her lips, her tears, her speech, they were all 
poisoned and filled with betrayal. Everything in her seemed to drip with poison. She 
appeared to me as a snake.) 

 

To his inexperienced, romantic gaze, woman can only appear as either an angel or a demon, “the 

purest divinity” or a “monster” (chudovishche); only later, after the narrator loses his youthful 

illusions and adopts a more experienced, ironic outlook, does she shed her serpentine skin and 

become, for him, a harmless “moth” (“Как будто требовать возможно / От мотыльков иль от 

лилей / И чувств глубоких и страстей!”) (VI: 336). Grigory’s curse at the end of the fountain 

scene thus suggests that he still clings to his binary romantic outlook. He has been awakened 

from one dream, only to immediately fall into another. 

 

iii. “Cunning dissembling” 

So far we have examined the modes of emplotment associated with Pushkin’s two heroes. 

Boris’s story-line is executed in the severe, almost neoclassical style of traditional tragedy; there 

is very little outward movement in space, but much probing into the recesses of his tormented 

conscience. Grigory’s plot, on the other hand, is full of dynamism and motion; it takes place in a 

world of open spaces and permeable borders, a world in which the laws of nature and society 
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appear slightly suspended.55 As I have suggested, however, there is a disparity between how the 

world appears to Pushkin’s protagonists and how things really stand, and therefore it is important 

now to expand our perspective to see how their stories fit within a larger framework. What is 

Pushkin’s own position vis-à-vis his text? What are his historical and dramatic visions? 

In the three articles that introduce The Uncensored Boris Godunov, Chester Dunning surveys 

earlier interpretations of the canonical text and examines the circumstances surrounding the 

play’s composition and publication. In Dunning’s view, Pushkin was not only a great poet but an 

original and thorough historian; though he was inspired to write his play after reading volumes 

ten and eleven of Karamzin’s History, he quickly saw the need to supplement Karamzin’s 

official account with a range of other sources, including foreign accounts and chronicles. As a 

result, Dunning contends, Pushkin arrived at a highly subversive, politically incorrect, yet more 

historically accurate, interpretation of the Time of Troubles. In particular, Dunning claims that, 

unlike the conservative Karamzin, Pushkin came to sympathize with the historical pretender, 

whom he saw as a poetic character with many romantic traits, as well as a shrewd political leader 

who capitalized on the people’s brewing disaffection with Boris. The narod itself comes across 

in the Comedy as a powerful political force whose voice is accurately rendered in the climactic 

finale. Their shout in support of the “Dimitry” is, according to Dunning, “dramatically powerful,” 

“reunifying,” “cathartic.”56 While inspired by similar moments of closure in both Greek tragedy 

and Shakespeare’s history plays, the Comedy’s “happy ending” also happens to be good history. 

While Dunning makes a persuasive case for the need to return to the 1825 text (the present 

                                                
55 For an early discussion of neoclassical and Romantic influences on Boris Godunov, see F. D. 

Batiushkov, “Pushkin i Rasin (‘Boris Godunov’ i ‘Athalie’),” Pamiati A. S. Pushkina (St. Petersburg: Tip. 
M. M. Stasiulevicha, 1900). 

56 Dunning and Emerson, The Uncensored Boris Godunov, 75. 



 

 87 

chapter has been based solely on this version), I believe that his interpretation remains 

problematic. To begin with, he exaggerates Pushkin’s originality vis-à-vis Karamzin by failing to 

note that Karamzin himself often alludes to the people’s support for the pretender.57 More 

importantly, in order to present Pushkin as a committed, even radical, liberal, Dunning 

completely glosses over the poet’s well-documented disenchantment with liberalism in the 

immediate aftermath of the failed revolutionary movements in Europe and the Russian South 

(see Chapter One). This does not mean, of course, that Pushkin had suddenly turned conservative 

(though accusations of this kind were already being lodged against him); rather, he had simply 

grown wary of the naïve populism espoused by many in the liberal camp. In Boris Godunov, the 

narod is no longer presented in abstract terms, as some unified, politically progressive force, but 

as a complex, many-voiced group whose individual members are capable of a range of opinions 

and emotions. As a result, each collective utterance, and especially the final shout in the support 

of “Dimitry,” conceals a myriad tones and attitudes. While some truly welcome the pretender as 

a harbinger of greater freedoms, others – e.g., the man who pities Boris’s innocent “nestlings” 

(“Брат да сестра! бедные дети, что пташки в клетке”) – must have seen little cause for 

celebration. 

In my view, Dunning too eagerly imposes his own (arguably more accurate) interpretation of 

Russian history onto the Comedy rather than deduce a historical outlook out of it, for even if 

Pushkin did come to believe that the pretender rose to power on a wave of unfeigned popular 

support, this is only one of the many perspectives that he chose to juxtapose in his Comedy. In 

fact, it is instructive to compare Dunning’s essays to those of Emerson, who, whether 

consciously or not, undermines some of Dunning’s more problematic assertions. Emerson 

                                                
57 See, for example, Karamzin, Istoriia gosudarstva rosiiskogo, XI: 91, 95. 
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discusses at length the importance of comedy in Boris Godunov. According to her, the play’s 

comic credentials include the presence of traditionally “low” characters, obscene rhetoric, 

“comic motivation” (gossip, slander, rumor), and, more importantly, “comic causation” (the role 

of chance in Pushkin’s “paradoxical theory of history”58). And yet, even though she initially 

suggests that the play may mark the birth of a new genre, which she calls “historical comedy,” 

Emerson judiciously pulls back and admits that Pushkin’s sense for the balanced truth must have 

led him away from both pure tragedy and comedy toward “some intermediate construct, 

something approaching a tragicomedy of history.” 59  Emerson sees this as a subgenre of 

tragicomedy, the identifying marks of which include not only the mixing of genres and styles, 

and a more ambivalent, “open” ending,60 but also “a discipline about the workings of time,” an 

attempt to “achieve a balance between the claims of patterning and the openness to chance.”61 Of 

Pushkin’s creative process, she writes: “The poet in Pushkin saw patterns everywhere, and 

relished working within the strictest formal economy. But as a historian, he was suspicious of 

any patterning that might serve to close time down.”62 Applying this to the narod’s cheer, we 

might say: the poet in Pushkin wanted to draw a parallel with the manipulated cheer for the 

usurper Boris (Scene 3; “Maiden’s Field. Novodevichy Convent”); the historian in him 

appreciated the singularity of the moment and was asking us to imagine how it might have been 

experienced from its own present. Much of the originality and difficulty of Boris Godunov lies in 
                                                

58 Dunning and Emerson, The Uncensored Boris Godunov, 174. 

59 Ibid., 181. 

60 In what seems to be a clear departure from Dunning, Emerson observes that the endings of 
tragicomedies are “designed to evoke a muted audience response: not punitive towards individuals, not 
cathartic via pity and terror, but also not set up for the happy marriage…” (emphasis mine). Ibid. 

61 Ibid., 183. 

62 Ibid. 
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the tension created by means of such play with perspective.  

What this in fact points to is the centrality not of comedy, but of irony to Pushkin’s historical 

and dramatic visions. Irony is often described in ocular terms as the result of a perspectival 

difference between the ironist and his victim. The former knows more than he cares to say; the 

latter understands less than he imagines. At its core, then, irony is a form of dissembling, defined 

by Aristotle as a figure of speech by means of which the speaker pretends to be something less 

than what he really is. However, over time, the original concept of “rhetorical irony" acquired 

several additional meanings, so that, by the end of the eighteenth century, it came to describe 

both an existential condition and a method of combating it. Thus, on the one hand, there is 

“cosmic irony,” the idea that man is a plaything of forces outside of his sphere of knowledge and 

control; and, on the other, “Romantic irony,” a combination of techniques or maneuvers – games 

with paradox, sudden perspectival shifts, strange juxtapositions – by means of which 

philosophical aesthetes like Friedrich Schlegel sought to temporarily break out of their ironic 

predicament. 

All three different types of irony (“rhetorical,” “cosmic,” “Romantic”) play an important role 

in Boris Godunov. The presence of rhetorical irony is perhaps not surprising given that one of 

Pushkin’s heroes is, after all, an impostor. And yet, as we have seen, Grigory himself is hardly an 

ironist; indeed, if a model is to be found for him in the ancient theater it would not be the clever 

eiron who elevated himself by means of self-deprecation, but his rival, the boastful alazon or 

miles gloriousus, the bragging soldier of Greek and Roman comedy who pretends to be more 

than he really is. The success of Grigory’s quest rests, in part, on whether he can overcome the 

naïve outlook typical of both the romance hero and his comic double, the miles gloriousus, and 

adopt the more experienced outlook of the eiron. There are moments in the play when he seems 

to understand this: “But know that neither the king, nor the pope, nor the courtiers care if my 
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words are true,” he tells Marina. “Whether I am Dimitry or not – what is it to them? I’m but the 

pretext of conflicts and war” (“Но знай, / Что ни король, ни папа, ни вельможи / Не думают о 

правде слов моих. / Димитрий я иль нет – что им за дело? / Но я предлог раздоров и войны”) 

(382). And yet, at the end of his rendezvous with Marina, Grigory slips right back into the 

romance dream from which Marina tried to awaken him. By contrast, irony is consistently 

employed by a range of characters, most notably Shuisky, the “cunning courtier” (“лукавый 

царедворец”) (270) who manipulates everyone around him with his well-honed sense for what 

needs to be said, and when. “Slippery, but courageous and cunning” (“Уклончивый, но смелый 

и лукавый”) (334) is how Boris describes him, which suggests that Boris favors him not in spite 

of but because of his capacity for dissimulation.63 

In Chapter 18 of The Prince, Machiavelli advises that the wise ruler must combine the 

ferocious nature of the lion with the cunning nature of the fox – that is, he must possess precisely 

the features that Boris finds in Shuisky. Cunning is thus associated with a certain disenchanted, 

ironic outlook on human relations, with the high-stakes games of palace politics and court 

intrigue. At the same time, this is only the lowest level or irony that we find in Boris Godunov, 

for, in Pushkin’s historical world, every ironist is a potential victim. Pushkin’s sense of cosmic 

irony was perhaps best captured in his oft-repeated remarks à propos the French historian 

François Guizot, who believed that men could predict the future course of events by discovering 

a hidden “formula” in their nation’s history. Observing that “providence is not algebra,” “the 

human mind is not a prophet, but a diviner [ugadchik],” Pushkin maintained that the human mind 

                                                
63 Pushkin once observed that “a certain gay craftiness [veseloe lukavstvo uma], a spirit of mockery, 

and a vivid way of expressing ourselves” is a distinctive trait of the Russian temperament. Wolff, ed., 
Pushkin on Literature, 125. In Boris Godunov, he presents a whole range of cunning characters – from 
the people, who rub their eyes with an onion to fake sorrow, to the pretender, who craftily implicates 
Varlaam during his confrontation with Boris’s guards. For a discussion of lukavstvo in Boris Godunov, 
see Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, 98, 148.  
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can see “the general course of things, and can deduce from it profound suppositions, but it cannot 

foresee chance – that powerful and instantaneous instrument of providence.”64 This remark 

suggests a metaphysical outlook characterized by an ironic double vision; for, unlike Guizot (and 

also unlike Karamzin), Pushkin held that man’s perspective vis-à-vis providence is necessarily 

limited. As Emerson has shown, Pushkin sought to achieve a balance of perspectives in Boris 

Godunov, juxtaposing what the characters think is true to what we know to have happened with 

the benefit of hindsight. This is why Pushkin wanted his audience first to become familiar with 

the basic story of the Time of Troubles as it was related by Karamzin, without which they would 

have been just as lost to the hidden ironies of his play as the characters.65 

How else could one catch the irony of Otrepyev’s daring escape through the window at the 

end of the tavern scene if one did not already know that a fall through another window (in the 

Kremlin, on May 17, 1606) will spell his immediate doom? Pushkin had already alluded to the 

circumstances surrounding the pretender’s downfall when Grigory recounted his strange dream 

to Pimen: 
 

Мне снилося, что лестница крутая 
Меня вела на башню; с высоты 
Мне виделась Москва, что муравейник; 
Внизу народ на площади кипел 
И на меня указывал со смехом, 
И стыдно мне и страшно становилось – 
И, падая стремглав, я пробуждался... 
И три раза мне снился тот же сон. 
Не чудно ли? (276) 

 
(I dreamt that a spiraling ladder led me to the top of a tower; from a height, I saw all 
Moscow before me, like an ant-hill; on the square below the people swarmed and pointed 
fingers up at me and laughed, and I grew ashamed and frightened – and, falling headlong, 

                                                
64 Pushkin, PSS, XI: 127. 

65 See draft of Pushkin’s January or June 30, 1829, letter N. N. Raevsky in Pushkin, The Letters of 
Alexander Pushkin, 365. 
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I awoke… And three times I’ve dreamt the same dream. Isn’t it strange?) 
 

In his discussion of romance, Frye singles out the tower and the ladder as common symbols of 

the hero’s attainment of his goal, “points of epiphany” where “the undisplaced apocalyptic world 

and the cyclical world of nature come into alignment.”66 Along with similar settings, such as 

light-houses and mountain-tops, they stand for the point of fulfilled desire, spatial representations 

of the hero’s arrival at the summit of experience. At the same time, Frye notes that narrative 

modes such as tragedy and irony often reverse the meaning of this symbolism either by 

presenting images of descent into a demonic inferno or by ironically undermining the symbolic 

significance of elevation. From his perch atop what Frye calls “points of demonic epiphany,” the 

hero is submitted to horrifying visions, often in the form of “public punishment and similar mob 

amusements.” “Breaking on the wheel becomes Lear’s wheel of fire; bear-bating is an image for 

Gloucester and Macbeth, and for the crucified Prometheus the humiliation of exposure, the 

horror of being watched, is a greater misery than pain.”67 Grigory’s nightmare vision of being 

submitted to the ridicule of the Russian mob is doubly ironic in that he completely fails to 

understand its prophetic meaning. 

And yet, Pushkin’s epistemological modesty extends not only to the future, but also to the 

past, for Boris Godunov presents history itself as a field of uncertainty, full of lacunae which the 

poet-historian desperately tries to fill through a process of imaginative “divination” (ugadyvanie). 

The belief that historians must use their imagination to help recover the past was, of course, not 

unique to Pushkin. As Lionel Gossman observes: “It was almost universally agreed that in order 

to write the new [Romantic] history, the traditional skills of the neoclassical historian – erudition, 

                                                
66 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, 203. 

67 Ibid., 223. 
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critical judgment, and rhetorical facility – had to be supplemented by an unusual power of 

divination.”68 Pushkin suggested as much in his review of Mikhail Zagoskin’s historical novel 

Yury Miloslavsky: “Our good common people, the boyars, the cossacks, the monks, the unruly 

informers and vagabonds – all are divined [ugadano], they all act and feel as people must have 

acted and felt in the troubled days of Minin and Avraam Palitsin.”69 But the specific techniques 

Pushkin employed to “divine” the past were unlike those used by his contemporaries.  

Douglas Clayton has written about Pushkin’s “montaging of genres” in Boris Godunov, 

which he argues contributes to the play’s many levels of irony. “[T]here is no generic unity in 

Boris Godunov,” he writes, “but rather a complex of different generic spaces and temporal 

continua that coexist but do not interpenetrate each other […] The resulting irony can be 

considered as foreshadowing the novel, but it also looks forward to the montage of competing 

worlds that became a feature of twentieth-century modernist theater, in which irony was to play a 

central role.” 70  The interaction of different genres (or modes) fosters an ironic viewing 

experience; moreover, Clayton also observes that Pushkin’s characters are themselves ironically 

“overprinted” in that they are “overlays, palimpsests of different images,” the interaction of 

which “creates resonances and complexities of meaning close to the modernist concept of the 

artistic image in which different images oscillate and collide to enrich the work.”71 

I suggest that the overprinting of genres and images are part of Pushkin’s attempt to “divine” 

history’s hidden meaning, functioning in a way analogous to Friedrich Schlegel’s concepts of wit 

                                                
68 Qtd. in Svetlana Evdokimova, Pushkin’s Historical Imagination (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 1999), 33. 

69 Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 236 (adjusted).  

70 Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, 120. 

71 Ibid., 81. 
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and irony, the creative and the destructive faculties. Schlegel describes the former as “an 

explosion of the compound spirit,”72 a way of overcoming our epistemological limitations by 

fusing together ideas that might otherwise have no obvious connection. Wit is closely related in 

Schlegel’s early writings to the idea of “divination,” “the principle of all experience” through 

which “the blossom of the one becomes seed for the other.”73 The creative, synthesizing impulse 

of wit is, however, counteracted by skeptical, dissolving irony, which arises from our sense that 

there is an irreconcilable conflict between the absolute and the relative, the objective and the 

subjective. Romantic irony thus functions as a form of restraint: whereas wit allows the artist to 

suggest connections and continuities, irony reminds us that any truth attained by this method is 

necessarily limited.  

Overprinting allows the poet to fill in the lacunae of history by suggesting the existence of 

hidden patterns and continuities; however, by simultaneously stacking several images on top of 

one another, the poet also begins to play with dis-continuity and contradiction, causing the reader 

to ask whether one can in fact attain anything approaching objective knowledge of the past. This 

is particularly true of Pushkin’s portrayal of the pretender, whose fragmentary biography, 

tendentiously related by Karamzin, must have posed a particular challenge for the poet. Scholars 

have noted that Pushkin drew for his portrait on important historical figures, such as Napoleon 

and Henry of Navarre;74 on a wide range of literary heroes, from St. George to Shakespeare’s 

                                                
72 Friedrich Schlegel, Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms, trans. Ernst Behler and Roman 

Struc (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1968), 37. Monika Greenleaf discusseses the 
possible influence of Jena Romanticism on Pushkin in Pushkin and Romantic Fashion. While she does 
write about the fragmentary poetics of Boris Godunov, her discussion of irony is largely reserved for her 
chapter on Eugene Onegin. 

73 Gary J. Handwerk, Irony and Ethics in Narrative: From Schlegel to Lacan (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1985), 43. In Critical Fragment #126, Schlegel calls wit “a prophetic faculty.” 

74 On Pushkin’s allusions to Napoleon in Boris Godunov, see Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, passim. 
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Romeo and Prince Hal; and finally, on the lives of poets: Pushkin’s own life and, as I have 

suggested elsewhere, that of the young Shakespeare as it was portrayed by Guizot.75 As Clayton 

observes: “In a sense, in Pushkin’s images everything is paradigmatic for everything else. The 

sense of a character lies not in the identity of the individual, but in the interplay of these 

overprintings of different images. When Tatiana muses ‘what is he?’ the only answer must be … 

all of the above.”76 

Or “none of the above,” for the images often collide, contradict each other, cancel each other 

out, so that all that remains is the question, the riddle. We can follow this process at work in 

Grigory’s encounter with the evil monk. I have already noted that Pushkin overprinted the figure 

of the evil monk with images taken from folklore, literature, and history; the same is true of the 

pretender. Thus one reads the scene differently if one connects him to the heroes of folklore or, 

say, to Goethe’s Faust, than if one catches Pushkin’s hidden polemic with Kontratii Ryleev. 

Scholars have long known that the monastery wall scene was inspired by Ryleev’s duma 

“Tsarevich Aleksei in Rozhestveno” (“Царевич Алексей в Рожествено”), for the two texts 

coincide both in their form (two of Ryleev’s trochaic lines correspond exactly to one line in 

Pushkin) and content (the duma depicts an encounter between Peter the Great’s son Aleksei and 

an elderly monk who urges him to take up arms against his father).77 By way of concluding this 

section, I want to briefly sketch out the ironic nature of Pushkin’s play with Ryleev’s text, 

                                                
75 I noted some parallels between Pushkin’s image of Otrepyev and Guizot’s portrayal of Shakespeare 

in his introductory essay to the French edition of Shakespeare’s works in a conference paper delivered at 
the 2013 ASEEES convention in Boston. Among numerous other parallels (the young Shakespeare’s 
boredom and desire to escape from Stratford, their poetic personalities, their “careers” as actors), Pushkin 
may have also been struck by the fact that Shakespeare was born on April 23, St. George’s Day. 

76 Clayton, Dimitry’s Shade, 82. 

77 Ryleev published individual dumy in various Russian journals from 1821-1823. The first collected 
edition appeared in 1825. See K. F. Ryleev, Dumy (Moscow: Nauka, 1975). 
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focusing on the semantic aureole of the duma genre itself and the way Pushkin makes use of it to 

divine the character of his pretender. 

Thought originally to have been a type of song – something between epic, elegy, hymn, and 

heroïde – the duma, according to Ryleev, was a historical genre, the purpose of which was “to 

glorify the deeds of virtuous or honored ancestors.” As Ryleev observes in the introductory note 

to his 1825 collection (he is quoting the Polish poet Julian Niemcewicz): “To remind our youth 

about the heroic deeds of their ancestors, to introduce them to the brightest epochs of national 

history, to unite love for the fatherland with the first impressions of youth – this is a sure method 

of inculcating the people with strong attachment to their native land.”78 Civic-minded poets like 

Ryleev and his friend Aleksandr Bestuzhev saw the duma as an ideal medium for inspiring 

patriotism and a heroic ethos. But some questioned whether the genre was suitable for depicting 

history. As Petr Pletnev wrote in a letter to Pushkin: “You cannot press history into a lyrical 

piece. Ryleev proved this […] with his Dumy.” 79  Another point of contention was the 

provenance of the genre: while Ryleev himself claimed that dumy were “of Russian invention 

[…] the ancient heritage of our southern brethren [i.e., Ukraine],” 80  his reviewers were 

unanimous in tracing the genre’s origins back to Poland. 

Pushkin himself was highly critical of Ryleev’s Dumy. Addressing a letter to Ryleev in May 

of 1825, he observed: “What shall I say to you about the Dumy? Lively verses are to be met in all 

of them…. But generally speaking they are weak in invention and exposition…. There is nothing 

national, nothing Russian in them, except the names.”81 The Dumy were low on poetry and high 
                                                

78 Ibid., 7.  

79 Qtd. in ibid., 181. 

80 Ibid., 7. 

81 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 220. 
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on anachronisms (e.g., Ryleev’s depiction of the pagan prince Oleg’s shield with Russian 

Orthodox regalia); but the real problem was Pushkin’s distaste for Ryleev’s civic mission. As he 

wrote to Vasily Zhukovsky in April of 1825: “You ask what is the aim of The Gypsies? I’ll be! 

The aim of poetry is poetry […] Ryleev’s Dumy aim, all right, but they miss the mark.”82 His 

final verdict was conveyed in a letter to Viazemsky: “[T]he Dumy are trash [dumy drian'],” he 

wrote in May of 1825, just as he was writing Boris Godunov, “and the name comes from the 

German dumm, and not from the Polish, as it might appear at first glance.”83  

Why then did Pushkin draw on one of Ryleev’s dumy for the monastery wall scene? There 

was, of course, the strange “rhyme” between Ryleev’s portrayal of Prince Aleksei’s encounter 

with an old monk and Karamzin’s suggestion that Otrepyev was guided by rebellious monks in 

the Chudov monastery. But more seems to be at play here. In adapting Ryleev’s poem Pushkin 

parted ways both with those who saw the duma as a suitable genre for inspiring patriotic fervor 

and with his friend Pletnev, who found its lyrical form too subjective for history. Choosing the 

least heroic of Ryleev’s dumy, Pushkin used the very foreignness of the genre to convey 

something important about the pretender: the “folkloric” scene at the monastery wall ironically 

anticipates Otrepyev’s ties to that part of the world from which he will soon launch his campaign 

against Muscovy; it also hints at the tragic fate that awaits him (Aleksei died in prison under 

mysterious circumstances).  

Ryleev’s “dumb” dumy were thus put to smart use in Pushkin’s Comedy, the image of 

Aleksei made to vie with those of Faust and the heroes of Russian folklore (among others). The 

palimpsestic nature of this scene fosters a more critical, ironic viewing experience. Monika 

                                                
82 April 20 and 21, 1825. Translation mine. 

83 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 226. 
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Greenleaf has observed that the function of irony “is not to unmask and unveil, but to exercise 

the faculty of evaluation.”84 The ironic juxtaposition of different images in Boris Godunov 

causes us to question our faith in singular truths, to step back, to adopt a more distanced 

perspective. The experience can be deeply unsettling; indeed, according to Paul de Man, the 

“process” of irony often unfolds at such an unsettling speed that it induces in the subject a 

sensation of vertigo, a “dizziness to the point of madness.” It is perhaps for this reason that one 

eighteenth-century Russian writer was suspicious of even the simplest form of rhetorical irony: 

such “cunning dissembling,” he maintained, is “a sin dangerous to human society” (“Ирония, 

или лукавое притворство, есть для человеческаго общества весьма опасной порок”).85  

 

iv. “Konets komidii” 

It is perhaps not surprising, then, that despite several rapturous readings in Moscow upon 

Pushkin’s return from exile in 1826, Boris Godunov was not well received when it was finally 

published. What is striking about the overwhelmingly negative reaction to Pushkin’s play is that 

it came from all corners of the literary establishment. The more conservative critics harped on 

Pushkin’s rejection of the dramatic unities; the Romantics criticized him for not achieving a 

“higher” unity, finding the play old-fashioned when compared to the more recent civic dramas 

by Dumas and Hugo. Seeking simple answers, too caught up by their desire to pigeonhole the 

play within one of the known dramatic genres, the critics failed utterly to grasp the originality of 

Pushkin’s experiment. Deaf and blind to the play’s ironies, they proved hardly more capable of 

reading it literally, some going so far as to offer more “correct” historical interpretations and to 

                                                
84 Greenleaf, Pushkin and Romantic Fashion, 207. 

85 See entry on “irony” (ironiia) in S.G. Barkhudarov, ed., Slovar’ russkogo iazyka XVIII veka 
(Leningrad: Nauka, 1984-1991). 
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suggest revisions.86  

Thus even Romantic critics such as Vissarion Belinsky and Nikolai Polevoi vented their 

frustration with Pushkin’s “untragic” portrayal of the title character. The Francophile Polevoi 

faulted Pushkin for supposedly overlooking the social and political character of Boris’s reign, 

dismissing Boris Godunov as a moral tale about the purgation of a guilty conscience.87 Belinsky, 

who espoused a more Germanic brand of Romanticism, called Boris “a melodramatic villain,” 

“half angel, half demon.” “What pitiful melodrama! What a petty and limited view on human 

nature!” he exclaimed after citing Boris’s soliloquy. “What a wretched thought – to make a 

villain read sermons to himself instead of making him use every measure to justify his evil deeds 

in his own eyes!” Had Pushkin approached his task more independently, rather than “slavishly” 

follow Karamzin, he would have grasped what it was that made Boris’s reign truly tragic. “He 

wanted to play the role of the genius, without being one,” Belinsky contended, “and for this he 

fell tragically and with him brought about the downfall of his clan.” “Such a man is a tragic 

individual; such a fate is the lawful domain of tragedy.”88 If Polevoi thought Pushkin’s drama 

was too reminiscent of Hugo’s Le Dernier jour d’un condamné, Belinsky wished it had been 

more like Crime and Punishment. 

Stephanie Sandler has written beautifully about the alienating poetics of Pushkin’s play, 

suggesting that Pushkin brought much of the confusion onto himself by employing what she calls 

the “rhetoric and designs of separation.” Focusing on the opening encounter between Vorotynsky 

                                                
86 The most famous of these was Nicholas I’s suggestion that Pushkin re-write the play as a novel 

after the style of Walter Scott. 

87 Larionova, ed., Pushkin v prizhyznennoi kritike, III: 201-230. 

88 Belinsky took up Boris Godunov in his tenth essay on Pushkin. See V. G. Belinskii, Sochineniia 
Aleksandra Pushkina (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1985), 427-458. 
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and Shuisky, the large crowd scene on Red Square, Boris’s soliloquy, and Pimen’s account of 

Dimitry’s death, she observes that, in such scenes, Pushkin “dramatizes an audience’s encounter 

with the play, but Boris Godunov can teach us how to be its pleased audience only with great 

difficulty because the play’s currency is not pleasure but frustration.”89 In Boris Godunov, she 

writes, Pushkin “presents unsuccessful and isolated characters, and produces a dramatic structure 

where conflicts do not lead to confrontation and where the very anxiety about audience is itself 

an indicator of generic bewilderment.” The play’s “incomprehensibility,” “its need for scholarly 

apparatuses or comparative studies,” these are all part of a wider strategy “to keep readers at 

their distance.”90  

Sandler’s conclusions are particularly worrisome in light of the traditional association 

between drama and communal ritual; indeed, as I think she correctly observes, although the play 

does not ignore conventions of connection and community in drama, “it shows, repeatedly, their 

impossibility.”91 I suggest that much of the initial frustration with Boris Godunov had to do with 

the fact that, while many had been anxiously waiting for a play that would unify the Russian 

public (along lines of national identity, politics, etc.), Pushkin instead served up a divisive text 

that uses irony to set up new hierarchies of readership. “[T]he politics of irony are never simple 

and never single,” writes Linda Hutcheon. “Unlike most other discursive strategies, irony 

explicitly sets up (and exists within) a relationship between ironist and audiences […] that is 

political in nature, in the sense that ‘[e]ven while provoking laughter, irony invokes notions of 

                                                
89 Sandler, Distant Pleasures, 78.  

90 Ibid., 77-78. Pushkin himself may have exacerbated the problem when he decided not to include 
either a preface or a commentary with the published text. See Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 249. 

91 Sandler, Distant Pleasures, 79. 



 

 101 

hierarchy and subordination, judgment and perhaps even moral superiority.’”92 There is an “edge” 

to irony, Hutcheon contends, and this edge, this charge, inspires a wide range of emotional and 

intellectual responses. Depending on one’s place in the hierarchy, irony can appear inclusionary 

or exclusionary, liberating or offensive, trans-ideological or non-committal; it can make one feel 

like they are part of an “amiable community” (of the kind that were temporarily created in the 

Moscow philosophical gatherings where Pushkin first read his play),93 but it can also inspire 

feelings of isolation, a sense of irreconcilable division within the polis. 

This is surely why the greatest synthesist of the age, Friedrich Hegel, dismissed Schlegel’s 

theory of irony as “infinite absolute negativity” (a phrase that captures neatly irony’s demonic, 

Mephistophelean spirit). Equally suspicious of irony (though a master ironist in his own right), 

Hegel’s opponent, Kierkegaard, saw it as a form of “aristocratic” speech, whose effect is to 

isolate rather than bring together. “A certain superiority characterizes all irony,” he observes in 

his study of Socrates. Soaring above the common fray, restlessly “hovering” from one thought to 

another, the ironist “looks down, as it were, on the plain and simple talk that everyone promptly 

understands.” Irony fulfills an important critical function, serving as “the unerring eye for what is 

crooked, wrong, and vain in existence.” And yet, it is unlike other forms of critical speech, such 

as mockery, satire, and persiflage, because it points out the vanity without destroying it. “[Irony] 

is not what punitive justice is in relation to vice,” Kierkegaard observes, “[it] does not have the 

redeeming feature of the comic but instead reinforces vanity in its vanity and makes what is 

lunatic even more lunatic. This is what could be called irony’s attempt to mediate the discrete 

                                                
92 Linda Hutcheon, Irony's Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony (London: Routledge, 1994), 17. 

93 “Often the predominant emotion when reading stable ironies is that of joining, of finding and 
communing with kindred spirits.” Wayne C. Booth, A Rhetoric of Irony (Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press, 1974), 28. 
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elements – not into a higher unity but into a higher lunacy.”94  

Thus irony may appear to be “trans-ideological” (in the words of Haydn White), but as the 

basis of a world view, it can also dissolve all belief in the possibility of positive political action: 

“In its apprehension of the essential folly or absurdity of the human condition, it [irony] tends to 

engender belief in the ‘madness’ of civilization itself and to inspire a Mandarin-like disdain for 

those seeking to grasp the nature of social reality in either science or art.”95 Schlegel alluded to 

the “maddening” effect of irony when he described it as a form of “transcendental buffoonery,” a 

paradoxical mixture of earthy limitation and lofty ambition. For him, writes Claire Colebrook, 

irony was not simply “saying one thing and understanding another [the classical definition of 

rhetorical irony], but saying one thing and recognizing its thorough and necessary banality, that 

point that is not reducible to understanding.”96 

Far from the bustle of the capitals, having little contact with the outside world apart from the 

occasional letter and friendly visit, the exiled poet must have longed desperately for any form of 

communion. Pushkin’s surviving letters from Mikhailovskoe testify to an overwhelming sense of 

isolation and boredom as he entreats one friend after another to send him news, books, promises 

to intercede on his behalf with the tsar. “I am sitting by the seashore and awaiting a change in the 

weather,” the landlocked poet wrote to Nikolai Gnedich in February of 1825.97 Eight months 

later he returned to the same image of isolation in a letter to Zhukovsky, now expanding the 

                                                
94 Soren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Irony with Continual Reference to Socrates, trans. Howard V. 

Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 257. 

95 White, Metahistory, 38. 

96 Claire Colebrook, Irony in the Work of Philosophy (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 
132. 

97 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 204. 
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frame, however, to make room for his friend: “My dear fellow, let us await by the seaside for a 

change in the weather,” he writes, then suddenly switches registers to the lofty rhetorical style 

more characteristic of his correspondent: “I shall not die; that is impossible. God wouldn’t want 

Godunov to be destroyed with me. Let’s wait it out: I greedily accept your prophecy; let my 

tragedy redeem me.”98 The desire to please his friend, to commune with him (if only by adopting 

his language and style), to create an imagined space where the two could be together – such 

impulses came naturally to Pushkin. But so did the irony: “Zhukovsky says that the tsar will 

forgive me, as a result of my tragedy,” Pushkin wrote Viazemsky, “hardly, my dear one. 

Although it is written in a good spirit, there’s no way I could hide my ears completely under the 

pointed cap of the holy fool.”99 

“My play is full of good jokes and delicate allusions to the history of the time,” Pushkin 

wrote to Nikolai Raevsky in 1829. “It is a sine qua non that they be understood.”100 Pushkin 

compared the use of such allusions to the innuendos that he and Raevsky used to make on their 

travels in the Russian South, knowledge that the two men shared but which remained 

inaccessible to outsiders. He hoped that readers would catch some of these hidden ironies by 

familiarizing themselves with the last volumes of Karamzin; and yet, as we have seen, the sheer 

abundance of sources and models that he made use of to divine the past made any complete 

understanding of his play all but impossible. As Pushkin himself must have sensed, the poetics of 

his play is, ultimately, anti-tragic, for it splinters the audience into smaller, hierarchically-

arranged groups rather than bring them together into a larger unity. Something of this 

“transcendental buffoonery” is captured in the closing formula of Boris Godunov. Juxtaposing 

the traditions of Jesuit school drama, Italian commedia dell’arte, and the “cunning mockery of 
                                                

98 Ibid., 258. 

99 Ibid., 261. 

100 Ibid., 365. 
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[Russian] minstrels” (“лукавой насмешливостию скоморохов”),101 Pushkin bids farewell to 

his audience with one last tip of his foolish cap: “Конец комидии [sic]” (finita la commedia). 

 

 
 

                                                
101  Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 272 (adjusted). On the different meanings of Pushkin’s 

concluding formula, see Dunning and Emerson, The Uncensored Boris Godunov, 202-203. 
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Chapter Three: Sublime and Grotesque 

 

On August 31, 1830, Pushkin set off by coach from Moscow to take possession of his ancestral 

estate at Boldino. The previous year he had proposed and, after a second try, become engaged to 

seventeen-year-old beauty Natalia Goncharova. Now his future mother-in-law was preventing 

the wedding from taking place until the groom mortgaged his new estate in order to pay for his 

own bride’s dowry. The ceremony was further delayed by the sudden death of Pushkin’s uncle, 

the minor poet Vasily Pushkin, and by the escalating threat of cholera morbus, which had already 

claimed scores of casualties across Russia. All of this inspired Pushkin with a mixture of 

trepidation and melancholy. Leaving Moscow the poet wondered what the future might bring and 

whether he had been foolish to ever believe that he was made to be happy.1 

Yet Pushkin knew how to put his personal fears in the service of his literary pursuits and he 

soon found himself in the midst of an unprecedented surge of creativity. The transformation of 

personal experience into poetry may already be felt in the poem “Demons” (“Besy”), a Romantic 

grotesque written on the way to Boldino. Its speaker is caught in a terrible blizzard while 

travelling across unfamiliar terrain, rushing storm clouds above and misty plains all around him. 

He bids his coachman drive faster, afraid of what might lurk in the dark: 
 
Мчатся тучи, вьются тучи; 
Неведимкою луна 
Освещает снег летучий;  
Мутно небо, ночь мутна. 
Еду, еду в чистом поле; 
Колокольчик дин-дин-дин… 
Страшно, страшно поневоле 

                                                
1 “Perhaps she [N. I. Goncharova] is right and I have been wrong in believing for a moment that 

happiness was made for me” (August, 1830, letter to N. N. Goncharova); “Oh what an accursed thing 
happiness is!” (August, 1830, letter to V. F. Viazemskaia); “The devil prompted me to dream of 
happiness, as if I were created for it” (August 31, 1830, letter to P. A. Pletnev). Pushkin, The Letters of 
Alexander Pushkin, 426-427. 
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Средь неведомых равнин! (III: 225) 
 

(The clouds rush, the clouds swarm; the invisible moon illuminates the fleeting snow; 
murky is the sky, the night is murky. I ride, I ride in the open field; the carriage bell rings 
din-din-din… It’s frightening, frightening against one’s will in the unfamiliar plains!) 

 

The coachman responds that they have been led astray, blown and whirled about by a malicious 

demon – a bit of folk superstition that suddenly proves true when the speaker himself comes to 

see not one but a swarm of demons, “endless, monstrous,” numberless “like leaves in November” 

(“Бесконечны, безобразны […] Будто листья в ноябре”) (III: 227). Where are they being 

chased? Are they marrying off a witch or burying a house spirit? Neither the speaker nor reader 

finds out. And yet, the encounter inspires the speaker with an equal measure of terror and pity: 

“What is it they sing so plaintively?” he asks, “Piercing my heart with their howls and plaintive 

shrieks…” (“Что так жалобно поют? […] Визгом жалобным и воем / Надрывая сердце 

мне…”) (III: 227). As the threat of danger recedes, the speaker assumes the role of a spectator 

rather than victim. Fear of physical pain gives way to metaphysical despair. The vision becomes 

not merely terrifying but tragic.2 

It is also “sublime,” in the sense given to that word by Enlightenment theorists like Edmund 

Burke, who wrote that certain experiences inspire us with contradictory emotions of terror and 

delight, pain and pleasure. “When danger or pain press too nearly,” writes Burke, “they are 

incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain 

                                                
2 Pushkin would have come across similar scenes both in Canto 3 of Dante’s Inferno and in Book 6 of 

Virgil’s Aeneid. In the latter, the hero comes across a multitude of shades, “thick as the leaves that with 
the early frost / of autumn drop and fall within the forest.” “What does all this swarming mean? What do 
these spirits plead?” he asks his guide Sibyl. Aeneas then meets one of those shades, his former helmsman 
Palinurus, who died at sea and therefore remained unburied. To comfort Palinurus, Sibyl promises that 
“the neighboring cities will be goaded by the plague, a sign from heaven to make peace with your bones.” 
Virgil, The Aeneid, trans. Allen Mandelbaum (New York: Bantam Classics, 2004), 141. It is not yet clear 
to me if this is merely a coincidence or if Pushkin’s poem had some hidden allegorical meaning. 
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modifications, they may be, and they are delightful.”3 The tragic anguish experienced by 

Pushkin’s speaker is accompanied by a feeling of awe as he struggles to comprehend the 

strangeness of the spectacle: “How many they are!” (“Сколько их!”) (III: 227), he exclaims at 

one point. Among the subtexts of the poem is Mikhail Lomonosov’s “Evening Meditation on 

God’s Greatness on the Occasion of the Great Northern Lights” (“Вечернее размышление о 

Божьем величестве при случае великого северного сияния,” 1743), a textbook example of 

the religious sublime that describes and attempts to understand the strange phenomenon of the 

aurora borealis.4 After reviewing various scientific theories, including his own, Lomonosov 

suddenly adopts a mode of rhetorical questioning inspired by the speech of God in the Book of 

Job, which serves to both affirm his own faith in the Lord and express doubt about the limits of 

human knowledge. Underlying “Evening Meditation” is Lomonosov’s Enlightenment belief in a 

benevolent cosmic order, a belief that Pushkin replaces, in “Demons,” with his own Romantic 

view of demonic nature. But while doing away with Lomonosov’s assurances, Pushkin retains 

something of that pleasing sense of awe one is said to feel upon encountering the sublime. 

Though later writers would project onto “Demons” their own fears about the tragic fate of the 

Russian intelligentsia, Pushkin himself may have simply wanted to examine the sublimity 

attendant to all tragic experience.5  

                                                
3 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 37. 

4  Michael Wachtel, A Commentary to Pushkin’s Lyric Poetry, 1826-1836 (Madison, WI: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2011), 186-187. Other subtexts include Pushkin’s “Winter Evening” 
(“Зимний вечер,” 1825) and “Cart of Life” (“Телега жизни,” 1823). Pushkin often invoked the “cart of 
life” metaphor in his existential lyrics. 

5 Chernyshevsky used a phrase from the poem (“Сбились мы. Что делать нам!”) as the title of his 
famous novel, while Dostoevsky cited the poem in one of the two epigraphs of Demons. 



 

 108 

“Demons” set the tone for much of Pushkin’s work during that first Boldino autumn. Echoes 

of the poem may be caught in the comedic prose tale “The Blizzard” (“Метель”), in the 

deceptively light-hearted verses of “Travel Laments” (“Дорожные жалобы”), in the existential 

questioning of “Incantation” (“Заклинание”) and “Verses Composed During a Night of 

Insomnia” (“Стихи, сочиненные ночью во время бессонницы”). But nowhere are they more 

pronounced than in The Little Tragedies, Pushkin’s first experiments with drama since his 1825 

Comedy about Tsar Boris and Grishka Otrepyev. Scholars have traditionally read the plays either 

as autobiographical vignettes or as psychological studies of the human passions; few have 

seriously examined them against the changing Romantic backdrop. Indeed, many critics have 

claimed the plays mark Pushkin’s return to the aesthetics of neoclassicism, a rejection of 

Romantic breadth of content and form in favor of such core neoclassical values as unity, 

concision, and clarity. Without rejecting this view, I argue that The Little Tragedies also 

represent Pushkin’s most direct engagement with Romantic aesthetics. Each play stages either 

real or imagined encounters with the sublime, and the cycle as a whole may be seen as an 

examination of the link between sublimity and tragedy. In what follows, I explore this neglected 

aspect of Pushkin’s plays. I begin by tracing the development of modern theories of the sublime, 

with an eye less for the particular views espoused by each author as for that cluster of themes and 

topoi that grew out of these theories, inspiring new literary trends and a new sensibility. I then 

read The Little Tragedies as Pushkin’s response to one mode of this sensibility, which I see as 

the dominant mode of French Romanticism. Finally, I hone in on an important intertext – Victor 

Hugo’s hit drama Hernani – arguing that it served as both inspiration and foil for Pushkin’s 

dramatic experiments during that first Boldino autumn. 
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i. “Tout ce qui imprime un sentiment de terreur conduit au sublime…” 

When Diderot wrote about the sublime in an entry of his Salon de 1767, the concept had already 

undergone its second transformation. Originally presented in Peri Hupsous or On Great Writing, 

an aesthetic treatise attributed to Longinus in the first century CE, the sublime was given new 

life in the seventeenth century with the appearance of an influential translation by neoclassicist 

poet and critic Nicolas Boileau-Déspreaux, and then again in the eighteenth with the publication 

of Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the 

Beautiful. While Longinus discussed the sublime exclusively with regards to the arts of rhetoric 

and poetry, modern critics expanded its scope to other media and spheres of experience. For 

Boileau, the sublime must be distinguished from sublime style, just as greatness is distinct from 

mere grandeur. The sublime is “the extraordinary and the marvelous that strikes in discourse, and 

that elevates, ravishes, transports. Sublime style always wants grand words; but the sublime may 

be found in a single thought, a single figure, a single turn of phrase.”6 Boileau employed the 

sublime as a weapon against the rhetorical excesses of his contemporaries, but ironically his 

emphasis on the extraordinary and the marvelous paved the way, in the eighteenth century, to a 

line of thinking that turned against the purist aesthetic system that he helped erect. By 1757, 

when Burke published his treatise, the sublime was already a fashionable piece of jargon. It 

became a way of thinking about excess and passion, about whatever stretches the limits of 

empirical understanding, about violence, and especially about terror. 

“Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever 

is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous 

to terror, is the source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest emotion which the 
                                                

6 Nicolas Boileau Despréaux, “Traité du sublime ou du merveilleux dans le discours,” Oeuvres 
complètes (Paris: Firmin Didot Frères, 1837), 318. 
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mind is capable of feeling.”7 Burke’s famous definition, paraphrased by Diderot and countless 

others, was not the first attempt to ground the sublime in our experiences of terror. Longinus 

himself had described “great writing” as “a thunderbolt [that] carries all before it and reveals the 

writer’s full power in a flash,”8 and it did not take a great leap of the imagination to shift 

attention from tenor to vehicle, that is, to other phenomena not rooted in rhetoric. Joseph 

Addison and John Baillie found the sublime in certain natural phenomena, such as vast 

mountains and raging oceans. John Dennis offered a whole range of ideas and experiences that 

inspire what he called “enthusiastic terror”: “viz. gods, daemons, hell, spirits and souls of men, 

miracles, prodigies, enchantments, witchcrafts, thunder, tempests, raging seas, inundation, 

torrents, earthquakes, volcanoes, monsters, serpents, lions, tigers, fire, war, pestilence, famine, 

&c.”9 Burke built on the work of his predecessors but gave their ideas a more expansive and 

systematic presentation. For him, sublime terror may be inspired not only by the usual catalogue 

of natural and supernatural objects, but by any idea or object that inspires the fear of pain and 

excites our passions for self-preservation. 

But terror is not the only emotion inspired by the sublime, for the experience has a more 

positive aspect in the attendant feelings of admiration and pleasure. Addison writes of the 

“agreeable horror” that he regularly felt upon seeing the sea worked up by a storm,10 and Dennis 

comments on the “delightful Horrour” and “terrible Joy” that he experienced during a dangerous 

                                                
7 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 36. 

8 Longinus, On Great Writing (On the Sublime), trans. G. M. A. Grube (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 
1991), 4. 

9 Andrew Ashfield and Peter de Bollae, eds., The Sublime: A Reader in British Eighteenth-Century 
Aesthetic Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 38. 

10 Ibid., 69. 
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alpine crossing.11 Both Dennis and Burke seem to agree that the sublime pleasure can only be 

experienced as an idea, that is from a distance. “No passion is attended with greater joy than 

enthusiastic terror,” writes Dennis, “which proceeds from our reflecting that we are out of danger 

at the very time that we see it before us.”12 “[I]f the pain and terror are so modified as not to be 

actually noxious,” writes Burke, “if the pain is not carried to violence, and the terror is not 

conversant about the present destruction of the person,” the experience is “capable of producing 

delight; not pleasure, but a sort of delightful horror, a sort of tranquility tinged with terror.”13 

One way to explain this mingling of terror and pleasure in the sublime is to trace the concept 

back to its roots in ancient and modern theories of tragedy. Why tragedy gives pleasure is a 

question that has plagued writers as far back as Aristotle, whose own attempt at an answer is 

famously problematic. The question of pleasure comes up twice in the Poetics, first with 

reference to the natural response that all men have to different forms of mimetic activity, and 

second, when Aristotle discusses the more peculiar response that we ought to have to a work of 

tragedy.14 In the first instance, Aristotle writes men enjoy looking at images, “because what 

happens is that, as they contemplate them, they apply their understanding and reasoning to each 

element (identifying this as an image of such-and-such a man, for instance).” 15  The 

contemplation of images, even those of objects whose sight in itself causes us pain (e.g., “the 

                                                
11 Ibid., 59. 

12 Ibid., 37-38. 

13 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 123. 

14 My summary draws on the following studies: A. D. Nuttal, Why Does Tragedy Give Pleasure? 
(Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1996); Dana LaCourse Munteanu, Tragic Pathos: Pity and Fear in Greek 
Philosophy and Tragedy (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 103-131.  

15  Stephen Haliwell, The Poetics of Aristotle: Translation and Commentary (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 34. 
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basest animals, or corpses”), thus gives us “cognitive pleasure” because it exercises our 

understanding. This more general form of pleasure (hedona) is different, however, from the 

proper pleasure (oikeia hedonai) of tragedy: “for it is not every pleasure,” writes Aristotle, “but 

the appropriate one, which should be sought from tragedy. And since the poet ought to provide 

the pleasure which derives from pity and fear by means of mimesis, it is evident that this ought 

to be embodied in the events of the plot.”16 The proper pleasure of tragedy is thus tied to the 

arousal and purgation within the spectator of the emotions of pity and fear, and rests on the 

poet’s ability to steer the spectator toward the experience of these emotions. 

What is important for our purposes is not the mechanism of tragic pleasure as defined by 

Aristotle but the very assertion of its existence. It would be impossible to overestimate 

Aristotle’s importance for modern theorists of tragedy, even if many of them would offer their 

own solutions to the question of tragic pleasure. For Hume, tragic suffering is converted into 

pleasure simply by the force of the writer’s eloquence.17 Both Joseph Addison and Samuel 

Johnson follow Lucretius in thinking that tragedy pleases by allowing us to reflect on our own 

freedom from danger.18 For the empiricist Burke, the pleasure of tragedy “derives neither from 

the comfort we feel in considering that it is a fiction, nor from the contemplation of our own 

freedom from the evils which we see represented.” Rather, the source of tragic pleasure lies in 

“the mechanical structure of our bodies,” that is, in our social affections and in our passions for 

preservation, which give rise to the tragic emotions of pity and terror.19 However, for Burke, pity 

                                                
16 Stephen Haliwell, Aristotle’s Poetics (London: Duckworth, 1986), 45-46. 

17 David Hume, “Of Tragedy,” Essays: Moral, Political, and Literary (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 
1985). 

18 Ashfield and Bollae, eds., The Sublime, 67; Nuttal, Why Does Tragedy Give Pleasure? , 17. 

19 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 41. 
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and terror are only the first part of a twofold dialectic, “for terror is a passion which always 

produces delight when it does not press too close, and pity is a passion accompanied with 

pleasure, because it arises from love and social affection.”20 The dialectic of pity and terror thus 

enfolds within itself the sublime dialectic of terror and delight. The modern concept of the 

sublime has its root in Aristotle’s theory of tragedy. 

Whereas English theorists made only passing references to tragedy in their writings on the 

sublime, the connection between tragedy and the sublime was of foremost importance to German 

philosophers writing after Kant, and particularly to Friedrich Schiller. Kant himself alludes to it 

only briefly, in his early Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime (1764), 

when he argues that tragedy touches our feeling for the sublime by revealing to us the dignity of 

our own nature.21 Kant’s emphasis on the ennobling effect of tragedy in this text foreshadows his 

discussion of the sublime in the far more important Critique of the Power of Judgment (1791). In 

a section entitled “The Analytic of the Sublime,” Kant describes the sublime as a disposition of 

the mind that allows us to overcome the sensible world by causing us to reflect on our identity as 

independent moral subjects. The sight of thundering clouds and overhanging hills overwhelm us 

with their immensity and strength, causing a breakdown in the synthesizing power of our 

intuition. This assault on our senses, however, is not a humiliating defeat but a moment of 

triumph for the supersensible faculty (i.e., reason), which asserts superiority over the threat by 

reminding us of our higher purposiveness.22 The experience of the sublime is thus affectively 

                                                
20 Ibid., 42. 

21 Immanuel Kant, Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime and Other Writings 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 19. 

22  Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 144-145. 
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ambivalent: on the one hand, we feel pain at the failure of the imagination to comprehend an 

enormous magnitude, and on the other, pleasure at reason’s capacity to regulate that experience 

for a higher end.23 Sublime pleasure therefore proceeds from the realization of our superiority to 

nature. It awakens the mind to the sublimity of its own vocation.  

In a flurry of essays written shortly after the publication of the Critique of Judgment, Schiller 

appropriated the major categories of the Kantian sublime but applied them toward a new 

definition of tragedy.24 In “Of the Cause of the Pleasure We Derive from Tragic Objects,” 

Schiller points to a resemblance between the sublime and the pathetic, which, according to him, 

is that mixed emotion produced by a work of tragedy. As opposed to the fine arts, which have as 

their principle aim the production of “sensual pleasure,” those arts which turn on the sublime and 

the pathetic, writes Schiller, have as their chief aim the production of “moral pleasure.” “The 

feeling of the sublime,” he writes, “is composed in part of the feeling of our feebleness, of our 

impotence to embrace an object; and, on the other side, of the feeling of our moral power – of 

this superior faculty which fears no obstacle, no limit, and which subdues spiritually that even to 

which our physical forces give way.” Similarly, the pathetic is a mixed emotion composed at the 

same time of suffering and the pleasure that we derive from suffering: we suffer from seeing a 

representation of another’s misfortune, yet take pleasure in following the individual’s moral 

resistance to his suffering. This line of inquiry eventually leads Schiller to the notion of the 

                                                
23 As Kant puts it: “The feeling of the sublime is thus a feeling of displeasure from the inadequacy of 

the imagination in the aesthetic estimation of magnitude for the estimation by means of reason, and a 
pleasure that is thereby aroused at the same time from the correspondence of this very judgment of the 
inadequacy of the greatest sensible faculty in comparison with ideas of reason.” Ibid., 141. 

24 The essays, all published between 1792 and 1793 in Schiller’s periodical Neue Thalia, are: “On the 
Cause of the Pleasure We Derive from Tragic Objects,” “On the Art of Tragedy,” “Of the Sublime,” and 
“Of the Pathetic.” Another essay, “Concerning the Sublime,” was written sometime between 1794 and 
1796, but only published in 1801. 
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“pathetic sublime,” which serves as a conceptual bridge between sublimity and tragedy. It rests 

on two conditions: “first, the vivid image of suffering, in order to awaken the emotion of 

compassion with the proper strength, and second, an image of the resistance to the suffering, in 

order to call into consciousness the mind’s inner freedom. Only by virtue of the first condition 

does the object become pathetic; only by virtue of the second condition, does the pathetic 

become at the same time something sublime.”25 The pathetic and the sublime are thus brought 

together in the art of tragedy. The portrayal of suffering and the portrayal of moral independence 

from suffering are, Schiller concludes, “the two fundamental laws of all tragic art.”26 

For Michelle Gelrich, “[t]he significance of Schiller’s essays lies in the elaboration of a 

model of the sublime […] oriented toward the experience of conflict.”27 Adapting Kant’s theory 

of the sublime, which presents the conflict of the sensible powers and the natural world in order 

to aggrandize the force of reason, Schiller redefined tragedy as a sublime struggle between the 

individual and the forces of nature, a struggle in which, though physically defeated, the 

individual proves morally triumphant. “Thus, historically, a theory of tragedy centered on 

opposition and struggle seems first to emerge within the context of philosophically oriented 

Romantic treatments of sublimity.”28 And yet, Gellrich also concludes that the view of tragic 

conflict developing from this and other theories of tragedy is problematic, “for it rationalizes and 

contains struggle within a conceptual framework that is not amenable to forces at work in 

tragedy.”29 Gellrich’s study is a brilliant analysis of theory’s historical distaste for and desire to 
                                                

25 Friedrich Schiller, Essays, trans. Daniel O. Dahlstrom et al. (New York: Continuum, 1993), 44. 

26 Ibid. 

27 Gellrich, Tragedy and Theory, 245. 

28 Ibid., 245-246. 

29 Ibid., 247. 
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contain the more subversive aspects of tragic conflict. From Aristotelian theories of catharsis to 

the Romantic theory of reconciliation, tragic theory has always sought to defend tragedy from 

Platonic criticism of the genre derived from the Republic.30 The same tendency, I believe, was 

assimilated into eighteenth-century theories of the sublime. It may be observed in Baillie, who 

believed that the sublime “raises the mind to fits of greatness,”31 or in Burke, who speaks of the 

sublime as a homeopathic cure, an experience capable of “clear[ing] the parts” of a “dangerous 

and troublesome encumberance,” much as, in Aristotle’s view, tragedy purges us of the emotions 

of terror and pity.32 Delight, therefore, proceeds from the “sublimation” of terror (the word’s 

alchemical connotation was not lost on contemporary theorists). “We feel fear, but are not 

inspired to run away. We are, so to speak, shaken but not stirred.”33 Both Kant’s and Schiller’s 

attempts to sublimate painful experience thus follow a long theoretical tradition. But what effect 

did modern theories of the sublime have on actual literary practice? 

This subject may be illuminated by the example of the Gothic. Gothic supernaturalism has 

long been recognized as a particular development of the aesthetic of sublimity: in the words of 

pioneering scholar of the sublime Samuel Monk, the Gothic novel “exists almost purely for the 

sake of evoking pleasant terror.”34 We might recall John Dennis’s inclusion of the supernatural 

(“gods, daemons, hell, human spirits”) in his catalogue of ideas that inspire the sublime; and 

                                                
30 Ibid., 14. 

31 John Baillie, “An essay on the sublime,” The Sublime: A Reader in British Eighteenth-Century 
Aesthetic Theory, ed. Andrew and Peter de Bolla Ashfield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), 88. 

32 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 123. 

33 Eagleton, Sweet Violence, 153. 

34 Samuel H. Monk, The Sublime: A Study of Critical Theories in XVIII-Century England (Ann Arbor, 
MI: The University of Michigan Press, 1960), 90. 
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Burke, too, wrote of our fear of “ghosts” and “goblins,” and of that “king of terrors” (death) 

which is the cause of the highest pain, and therefore sublimity, known to man.35 Perhaps the 

most important Gothic novelist, Anne Radcliffe, was an ardent disciple of Burke’s, and followed 

his theory closely in her descriptions of landscape and in her use of terror as the mainspring of 

dramatic action. However, Jack Voller has argued that the works of both Radcliffe and her 

contemporary Clara Reeve represent a conservative mode of the supernatural sublime, which he 

opposes to a more radical mode found in the novels of Matthew “Monk” Lewis. Whereas Reeve 

and Radcliffe followed theory in trying to “domesticate” the sublime, to employ the supernatural 

toward didactic ends and the validation of conventional metaphysical constructs, Lewis’s radical 

sublime, Voller shows, featured traditional signifiers of Christian evil without the comforting 

intimation of divine presence.36 Of Lewis’s Monk (1796), Voller writes: “[I]t is a novel of 

spiritual anxiety and absence, of the need for a God who is never present and whose children 

inevitably descend into the sepulcher of human horrors, to emerge traumatized if they emerge at 

all.”37 The novel aims to horrify readers with graphic representations of violence, including rape 

and murder, but unlike both the conservative Gothic, which opposes such violence with spiritual 

faith and epistemological certainty, and high Romantic supernaturalism, which rejects Gothic 

despair in favor of the possibility of transcendence, the darker vision of the radical Gothic, writes 

Voller, “offers no answers at all, except perhaps a dogged existential perseverance.”38 

                                                
35 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 36, 54. 

36  Jack G. Voller, The Supernatural Sublime: The Metaphysics of Terror in Anglo-American 
Romanticism (DeKalb, IL: Norther Illinois University Press, 1994), 19. See especially Chapter 3. 

37 Ibid., 73. 

38 Ibid., 89-90. 
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The opposition between the conservative and the radical (or perhaps, the idealist and the 

materialist) modes of the sublime was not, I believe, unique to the Gothic. Voller does not 

venture to explore what may have led Lewis to this more radical mode of the conventional 

Gothic, but had he done so, he would have surely come upon the father of the radical sublime, 

the Marquis de Sade.39 Sade himself was evidently alert to the radical potential of the Gothic: as 

Maurice Heine has shown, 120 Days of Sodom (1785) preserves all the trappings of the English 

Gothic, “[but] instead of opaque ghosts materializing in damp and icy deserted corridors during 

the night, instead of empty and gloomy rooms in which ancient armour turns to rust, instead of 

unexplained noises, strange apparitions, disturbing wonders,” we find in its remote castle setting 

what can only be described as a phantasmagoria of distinctly human, i.e., non-supernatural, 

cruelty.40 For it is Nature, in all her sublimity, that Sade worships and proposes to show: “to 

describe each [of the four heroes] not in terms of the beautiful, not in a manner that would 

seduce or captivate the reader, but simply with the brush strokes of Nature, which, despite all her 

disorder, is often sublime, indeed even when she is at her most depraved.”41 An attentive reader 

of Burke, Sade was pursuing a line of thinking that he would have found in the Enquiry. “I am 

convinced we have a degree of delight, and that no small one, in the real misfortunes and pains 

of others,” wrote Burke.42 But whereas Burke thought that delight is necessary in order for us not 

                                                
39 Lewis is thought to have acquired Sade’s first published works while traveling, as a teen, to Paris. 

Sade, in turn, singled out Lewis as the best representative of the emerging “black genre” in his “Idée sur 
les romans” (1801). See Maurice Heine, “The Marquis de Sade and the Gothic Novel,” Sade: Sex and 
Death (The Divine Marquis and the Surrealists), ed. Candice Black (Chicago, IL: Solar Books, 2010), 
134, 144.  

40 Ibid., 136.  

41 D. A. F. Sade, The 120 Days of Sodom and Other Writings (Grove Press, 1994), 197. 

42 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 42. 
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to shun real-life scenes of misery, and therefore to help those in need, Sade finds in it a natural 

driving force that justifies the most criminal acts of violence. As he writes in his “Introduction” 

to 120 Days: “[If] crime lacks the kind of delicacy one finds in virtue, is not the former always 

more sublime, does it not unfailingly have a character of grandeur and sublimity which surpasses, 

and will always make it preferable to, the monotonous and lackluster charms of virtue?”43 Sade 

would have also picked up on the strong sexual undercurrent in aesthetic theories on the sublime: 

on those descriptions of “tortured faces and faces in love” in Burke;44 those assertions, as in 

Dennis, that the sublime “commits a pleasing Rape upon the very Soul of the reader.”45 “What 

you offer me is beautiful,” proclaims one of Sade’s sexual villains, “what I invent is sublime.”46 

Equally sublime is Sade’s exhaustive manner of storytelling, those monotonous scenes of 

debauchery and philosophical dissertations which Georges Bataille thought beyond any one 

reader’s comprehension. Bataille even compared the experience of reading Sade to a 

confrontation with the Alps: “We face de Sade’s books as a terrified traveller might once have 

faced giddy piles of rocks. We flinch away, and yet….”47 

Thus alongside an ennobling, uplifting, idealist mode of the sublime, the sublime of Burke 

and Kant, but also the Lake poets and the German Romantics, we find the stirrings of a radical, 

materialist mode, a “sublime noir,” as it were, which challenges conventional morality and faith 

                                                
43 Sade, The 120 Days of Sodom and Other Writings, 197. 

44 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 12. 

45 Ashfield and Bollae, eds., The Sublime, 37. 

46 Comte de Belmor to Juliette. Qtd. in Jean Molino, “Sade devant la beauté,” Le Marquis de Sade: 
Colloque d’Aix-en-Provence sur le Marquis de Sade (Paris: Colin, 1968), 162n118, 163. 

47 Georges Bataille, Eroticism: Death and Sensuality, trans. Mary Dalwood (San Francisco, CA: City 
Lights Books, 1986). 
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and brings us down again to the level of the human body.48 This radical mode was especially 

fertile in Sade’s country of birth, France, where recent historical events lent an air of urgency to 

unsentimental representations of terror. That, at least, was how Sade himself explained the rise of 

the “black genre.” This genre, he wrote in his “Notes on the Novel” (“Idée sur les romans”; 

1801), “has become the indispensable fruit of revolutionary shocks which all Europe has felt.” 

Revolutionary Terror made ordinary novels appear superfluous, for there was not a single 

individual who did not experience as much misfortune in the years of revolution as the most 

famous novelist could depict in an entire century. For some writers, competing with reality 

meant having to turn to the fantastic: “Hell had to be called upon to help in the composition of 

provocative titles and to place in fanciful countries what was already common knowledge in this 

iron age.”49 However, for Sade himself, as for his disciples, the writers of l’école frénétique, the 

fantastic was only a small, and often unnecessary, part of the writer’s arsenal. More important, as 

Christine Marcandier-Colard has observed, is the theme of crime, which spreads to every form 

and genre in the first decades of the nineteenth century: “[Crime] is no longer the exclusive 

subject of genres that have traditionally privileged it, such as the black novel, melodrama or, 

later, the feuilleton novel. It is the privileged subject of the novel, of theater, of poetry….”50 The 

works of Charles Nodier, Alphonse Rabbe, Pétrus Borel; of Jules Janin, and the circle of “petits 

romantiques” gathered around Victor Hugo; of memoirist and murderer Pierre-François 

                                                
48 I borrow the term “sublime noir” from Christine Battersby, The Sublime, Terror and Human 

Difference (London: Routledge, 2007). 

49 D. A. F. Sade, “Notes on the Novel,” Yale French Studies 35 (1965), 14-15. 

50  Christine Marcandier-Colard, Crimes de sang et scènes capitales: essai sure l’esthétique 
romantique de la violence (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1998), 8-9. Anthony Glinoer sums up 
the difference between Gothic and frenetic novels by asserting that, as opposed to the former, which were 
written from the point of view of the victim, the latter were written from the point of view of the monster. 
See Anthony Glinoer, La littérature frénétique (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2009), 85. 
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Lacenaire (an inspiration for Doestoevsky’s Raskolnikov), testify to a new fashion for scenes of 

blood, sexual transgression, and pathological cruelty, the suppressed harbinger of which was the 

Marquis de Sade. “Byron and Sade […] were perhaps the two greatest sources of inspiration for 

our moderns,” recalled Sainte-Beuve, “the one advertised and visible, the other clandestine – 

[but] not too clandestine.”51 By the year 1830, “freneticism” (the literary style that cultivates the 

“sublime noir”) is no longer limited to the novel. It has become part of the “climat général,” 

affecting all spheres of French culture (see Figure 1).52 
  

 
Figure 1 

 

“La France Frénétique de 1830” (to borrow the title of a recent collection of frenetic 

writing53) served as an important backdrop for Pushkin during that first Boldino autumn. 

Pushkin’s letters, tales, essays, and poems from that year testify to a renewed interest in 

contemporary French literature, as one after another he reads and responds to the works of 

                                                
51 Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve, “Quelques vérités sur la situation en littérature,” Revue des Deux 

Mondes 57.2 (1843), 615. In an important essay from 1834, Jules Janin wrote that “Sade” is “a name that 
everyone knows but no one dares to pronounce” (“un nom que tout le monde sait et que personne ne 
prononce”). Jules Janin, “Le Marquis de Sade,” Révue de Paris 11 (1834), 321. Janin himself is an 
ambiguous figure: while clearly influenced by frenetic writers, he also used his fiction to satirize them. 
Pushkin was fond of his novels. See his April, 1830, letter to Vera Viazemskaya and October or 
November, 1831, letter to Khitrovo in Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 409, 537. 

52 I draw a distinction between Sade’s “materialist sublime” and the “sublime noir” of the frenetic 
school (although the former clearly influenced the latter). Sade’s exploration of the sublime comes with a 
tempered style; his heroes do not even suspect that they are doing anything extraordinary. The frenetics, 
on the other hand, are consciously cultivating and valorizing their decadence. 

53 Jean-Luc Steinmetz, La France frénétique de 1830 (Paris: Phébus, 1978). 
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leading French writers, including Charles Nodier (Jean Sbogar), Jules Janin (L’Ane mort et la 

femme guillotinée, Barnave), Sainte-Beuve (Vie et poésie de Joseph Delorme, Consolations), 

Alfred de Musset (Contes d’Espagne et d’Italie), Victor Hugo (Le dernier jour d’un condamné, 

Les Orientales, Hernani). He frequently alludes to their works in his correspondence with friends. 

He writes important essays on Musset and Sainte-Beuve. He pokes fun at Hugo’s versification 

reforms in several essays and in The Little House in Kolomna. But his most sustained and subtle 

response to the latest French school are, I believe, The Little Tragedies, in which he investigates 

the symptoms of the frenetic sensibility within the moral framework of tragedy. Although, as we 

shall see, the single most important intertext for the plays may have been Hugo’s drama Hernani, 

ultimately The Little Tragedies respond less to any particular author or work than to the new 

sensibility cultivated by the French Romantics. 

 

ii. “All, all that threatens to destroy…” 

Of the four dramas that Pushkin wrote in Boldino – The Miserly Knight, Mozart and Salieri, The 

Stone Guest, and Feast in the Time of Plague – only one was performed and three published in 

the poet’s lifetime. Many years would pass before the plays first appeared together in print, and 

more than a century before critics would begin to approach them as an artistic unit.54 Indeed 

Pushkin himself never settled on a title for the Boldino cycle. The title he seemed to prefer, 

“dramatic scenes” (dramaticheskie stseny), was evidently inspired by the Dramatic Scenes of 

Barry Cornwall. However, a manuscript copy of the title page shows that Pushkin toyed with at 

least three other titles: “dramatic sketches” (dramaticheskie ocherki), “dramatic studies” 

                                                
54 For a useful review of Russian criticism on The Little Tragedies, see Vladimir Markovich, 

“Scholarship in the Service and Disservice of The Little Tragedies,” Alexander Pushkin’s Little 
Tragedies: The Poetics of Brevity, ed. Svetlana Evdokimova (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2003). 
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(dramaticheskie izucheniia), and “experiment in dramatic studies” (opyt dramaticheskikh 

izuchinii). Similarities notwithstanding, each title captures something distinct about the poetics 

of Pushkin’s dramas: their fragmentariness, their deliberate lack of polish, their experimental 

nature, and even their musicality.55 Tradition, however, has favored the more precious, but 

baffling, “little tragedies” (malen’kie tragedii). Though used only once, in Pushkin’s December 9, 

1830, letter to his friend and publisher Petr Pletnev, this title appears to describe both the plays’ 

most distinctive formal quality (brevity) and genre (tragedy), while also alerting the reader to the 

cycle’s overarching concern with contradiction (in the Romantic period, most works of tragedy 

were anything but “little”).56 

For Svetlana Evdokimova, contradiction is the guiding principle behind Pushkin’s portrayal 

of character in The Little Tragedies. One of the few critics to read the plays within a wider 

Romantic context, Evdokimova has compared Pushkin’s experiment to those of contemporaries 

like Wordsworth and Byron, who turned away from traditional tragedy, with its emphasis on 

dramatic action, to explore more intimate, character-driven forms, such as monodrama. The Little 

Tragedies contain little action, concentrating instead on the complexity and contradictory nature 

of personality. Agreeing with earlier critics that Pushkin’s dramas are studies of the human 

passions, Evdokimova parts ways with them in her attempt to navigate between what she calls 

the Scylla and Charybdis of pure psychologism and pure historicism. The Little Tragedies 

investigate passions that are neither universal nor specific to the milieus represented in each play; 

instead their historicism is of the sort we find, say, in Goethe’s Faust, whose title character 

                                                
55 Izuchenie may be a direct translation of étude, a musical genre the popularity of which was just 

then spreading across Europe. 

56 For example, it has often been observed that the titles of the individual “little tragedies” evoke 
contrasting or contradictory notions: avarice and knighthood, Mozart and Salieri, stone and guest, feast 
and plague. 
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reflects the mentality that Goethe identifies with his own times. Pushkin’s “little” plays “engage 

the tragedy inherent in the nature of modern life, understood broadly as a post-Renaissance 

phenomenon….”57 While each play investigates the tragic consequences of one dominant idea or 

passion, together they offer a more complete vision of a heterogeneous, multifaceted, and 

distinctly modern consciousness. 

While I agree with Evdokimova’s description of The Little Tragedies as “anatomies of the 

modern self,” I believe the plays are less studies of individual passions than of a particular type 

of sensibility. For it is their shared sensibility for what I have been calling the “sublime noir” that 

allows us to view Pushkin’s heroes as embodiments of a single psychological complex. The 

product of a decadent turn in the history of the sublime, it is a sensibility for terror and delight 

manifested in actions that are either transgressive or downright pathological. The spirit of 

“perversity” (izvrashchenost’) and “decadence” (upadnichestvo) blows through The Little 

Tragedies, wrote Dmitry Blagoi in 1929, at a time when Pushkin’s status as Russia’s national 

poet was still uncertain and one could talk about the more decadent aspects of his works without 

upsetting the Soviet censor.58 Though Russian critics were later forced to stay away from such 

“unwholesome” themes, Blagoi’s ideas were developed by Western and post-Soviet scholars like 

Barbara Heldt Monter and Sergei Davydov, who picked up on the strange preoccupation with 

“love and death” in The Little Tragedies.59 Davydov observes that Pushkin’s heroes are driven 

                                                
57 “The Anatomy of the Modern Self in The Little Tragedies” in Svetlana Evdokimova, ed., Alexander 

Pushkin’s Little Tragedies: The Poetics of Brevity (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2003), 
107. See also her “Introduction” to the same volume. 

58 D. D. Blagoi, Sotsiologiia tvorchestva Pushkina (Moscow: Federatsiia, 1929), 160. 

59  Barbara Heldt Monter, “Love and Death in Pushkin's Little Tragedies,” Russian Literature 
Triquarterly 3 (1972); Sergei Davydov, “‘Strange and Savage Joy’: The Erotic as a Unifying Element in 
The Little Tragedies,” Alexander Pushkin’s Little Tragedies, ed. Svetlana Evdokimova (Madison, WI: 
The University of Wisconsin Press, 2003). 
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by passions that are “defiled by pathology”: “misplaced libido, sterility, barrenness, morbid 

sexuality, masochism, castration, suicide, murder, necrophilia.”60 He argues that each play 

centers on the conflict between creative and destructive forces, Eros and Thanatos, in which the 

destructive force ultimately prevails. By arguing for the importance of the sublime, I show that 

these forces in fact represent the contradictory aspects of the sublime experience. Behind each 

character’s individual passion is a shared desire to mix pleasure and pain, terror and delight. No 

longer looking for the sublime in experiences of Nature or the divine, Pushkin’s heroes come to 

tragic ends because of their pathological pursuit of “decadent” objects – be it gold, music, 

women, or even the plague. 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in Feast in the Time of Plague, the last and least 

understood of Pushkin’s Little Tragedies. Excluded from one study of the Boldino cycle 

“because it is a translation and because it adds nothing to an understanding […] of what Pushkin 

meant by the term ‘tragedy,’”61 Feast in fact presents the clearest example of the link between 

sublimity and tragedy. The action takes place on a city street, where a group of revelers has set 

up a feast in spite of the dangers posed by the looming plague. It begins with a speech given by a 

“Young Man” in memory of a recently departed comrade: 
 
Почтенный председатель! я напомню 
О человеке, очень нам знакомом, 
О том, чьи шутки, повести смешные, 
Ответы острые и замечанья, 
Столь едкие в их важности забавной, 
Застольную беседу оживляли 
И разгоняли мрак, который ныне 
Зараза, гостья наша, насылает 

                                                
60 Davydov, “‘Strange and Savage Joy’,” 109. 

61 Josephine Woll, “An analysis of the concept of tragedy in Pushkin’s ‘Malen’kie tragedii’,” Ph.D. 
Dissertation, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 1975. Feast is based on Act 1, Scene 4 of John 
Wilson’s The City of the Plague. 
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На самые блестящие умы. (VII: 175) 
 

(Honored Chairman! I call to mind a man whom we knew well, someone whose jests and 
merry stories, witty retorts and remarks, so biting in their mock pomposity, enlivened our 
table talk and dispelled the gloom, which the Pest, our guest, now visits on the most 
brilliant intellects.) 

 

It is insightful to compare Pushkin’s version of the speech to the one found in his source text, 

John Wilson’s City of the Plague. Pushkin began by translating Wilson’s “rude visitor” as “evil 

guest” (“гостья злая”), but decided to leave out the adjective, thereby significantly altering the 

line’s meaning. Whereas in Wilson “the Plague” is seen as a fatal threat, something that inspires 

revulsion and terror, Pushkin transforms “her” into a harmless “pest” whose presence is at most a 

source of irritation for the revelers.62 Indeed, the Young Man goes out of his way to downplay 

the dangers posed by the plague. Wilson’s Young Man accepts the permanence of Jackson’s 

death, declaring: “The grave did never silence with its dust / A tongue more eloquent.”63 The 

words spoken by his counterpart in Feast show that, for him, the boundary between life and 

death remains permeable. He proposes to toast Jackson’s memory “[w]ith the merry din of 

glasses, with loud cheers, as if he were alive” (“С веселым звоном рюмок, с восклицаньем / 

Как будто б был он жив”) (VII: 175).64 The Young Man thus embodies a pre-Romantic 

(Epicurean) sensibility that defies death by turning with even greater force to the pleasures of life. 

                                                
62 Тhe words zaraza (“pest”) and chuma (“plague”) are feminine in Russian. Making use of the same 

feature in French, Pushkin wrote on September 9, 1830, to his fiancée: “Nous avons dans nos environs la 
choléra morbus (une très jolie personne).” That same day, however, he also wrote, in Russian, to Pletnev: 
“The Cholera Morbus is about me. Do you know what kind of wild beast it is [Знаешь ли, что это за 
зверь]? The first thing you know it [он] will swoop down on Boldino, too, and it will bite us all.” Pushkin, 
The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 429. 

63 John Wilson, The City of the Plague, and Other Poems (Edinburgh: 1816), 44. 

64 Cf. Wilson: “Therefore let us drink unto his memory / With acclamation, and a merry peal / Such as 
in life he loved” (emphasis mine). Ibid. 



 

 127 

As long as one is still alive, he believes, “there is no cause to be sorrowful” (“Но много нас еще 

живых, и нам / Причины нет печалиться”) (VII: 175). 

Walsingham rebukes the Young Man – the dead must be honored in silence – but later puts 

forward his own scheme for combating the plague, not by mocking, but by sublimating it. His 

“hymn in honor of the Plague” is composed of six stanzas of forceful iambic pentameter that 

build steadily toward an explosive climax. It begins with a comparison between the plague and 

the “mighty winter,” whose assault leads the town dwellers to lock themselves indoors and give 

themselves over to revelry. Just as winter’s “ragged troops” (frost and snow) are powerless 

against the warmth of the chimneys, so is the “terrible queen” (the Plague) unable to reap her 

“harvest” despite her knocking on the revelers’ windows. The superficial tone of defiance in fact 

conceals a more cautious response to the Plague than that of the “real” revelers – their feast takes 

place outdoors. But there is no hint of this caution in the second part of the hymn, which contains 

several key thoughts that can be traced back to Burke’s Enquiry: 

Есть упоение в бою, 
И бездны мрачной на краю, 
И в разъяренном океане, 
Средь грозных волн и бурной тьмы, 
И в аравийском урагане, 
И в дуновении Чумы. 

Все, все, что гибелью грозит, 
Для сердца смертного таит 
Неизъяснимы наслажденья — 
Бессмертья, может быть, залог! 
И счастлив тот, кто средь волненья 
Их обретать и ведать мог. (VII: 180) 

(“There is rapture in battle, and on the edge of a black abyss, and in a raging ocean, 
surrounded by terrifying waves and turbulent darkness, and in the Arabian hurricane, and 
in the breath of the Plague. All, all that threatens to destroy conceals inexplicable delight 
for mortal hearts – perhaps the pledge of immortality! And happy is he who can discover 
and take hold of them among the excitement.”) 
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The only critic to have commented on the Burkean subtext of these lines, Nancy Anderson, 

observes that Walsingham’s logic is “aesthetically flawed,” in that the Plague belongs to a 

different category than the other dangers that he mentions: “Such events as battle, or a gale at sea, 

or a sandstorm are all widely recognized as having that quality which Burke called ‘sublime’ and 

Yeats ‘a terrible beauty,’” she writes. “But the Plague has never aroused any reaction except 

repugnance and horror.”65  

Anderson is wrong to assume that the plague is incompatible with the aesthetic of the 

sublime: as we have seen, John Dennis includes “pestilence” among his catalogue of sublime 

objects; and Burke writes only that the experience must arouse fear of “the king of terrors,” 

Death, something that “the terrible queen,” the Plague, certainly does not fail to accomplish. 

Where the hymn does in fact depart from aesthetic theories of the sublime is on the question of 

distance. As we have seen, distance was an important condition for the experience of the sublime 

as presented by writers like Dennis and Burke, as it gives the subject the ability to respond 

aesthetically to the sublime object without putting his life in any real danger. A storm or battle 

may appear “delightful” when seen from afar or represented in a work of art, but the experience 

of such phenomena up-close would be simply frightening. By contrast, Walsingham follows the 

heroes of Sade and the frenetic school in believing that pleasure may be derived from direct 

contact with the sublime. His hymn glorifies the search for sublime pleasure – in the game of 

Russian roulette played with the miasmic Rose Maiden: 

Итак – хвала тебе, Чума, 
Нам не страшна могилы тьма, 
Нас не смутит твое призванье! 
Бокалы пеним дружно мы, 

                                                
65 Alexander Pushkin, The Little Tragedies, trans. and essays by Nancy Anderson (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 2000), 191. 
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И Девы-Розы пьем дыханье – 
Быть может – – полное Чумы! (VII: 181) 

 (“And so – praise to you, Plague, for we are not afraid of the darkness of the grave, we 
are not troubled by your summons! Unanimously we overfill our glasses, and imbibe the 
breath of the Rose Maiden – perhaps full of the Plague!”) 

 

The ethical implications of this move become apparent when we compare the hymn to 

Pushkin’s Boldino poem “Hero” (“Герой”). Inspired by Nicholas I’s actions in response to the 

same cholera outbreak that kept Pushkin in Boldino, the poem takes the form of a dialogue 

between a poet and his friend in which the two discuss the legacy of Napoleon. What captivates 

the poet most about Napoleon, he tells his friend, are not the Emperor’s titles or triumphs but the 

legend of him visiting his plague-stricken soldiers at Jaffa: 
 
Одров я вижу длинный строй,  
Лежит на каждом труп живой,  
Клейменный мощною чумою,  
Царицею болезней... он,  
Не бранной смертью окружен,  
Нахмурясь ходит меж одрами  
И хладно руку жмет чуме  
И в погибающем уме  
Рождает бодрость... (III: 252) 

 
(“I see a long chain of beds, on each one a living corpse stamped by the mighty plague, 
the queen of illnesses… Surrounded not by martial death, he walks frowning between the 
beds and coolly shakes the plague’s hand and gives life again to the dying soul…”) 

 

Verbal echoes of the hymn notwithstanding (e.g., “Царицею болезней” and “Царица грозная”), 

the poem describes a response to the plague that is diametrically opposed to that advocated by 

Walsingham. Unlike Walsingham, who seeks only to satisfy his own selfish ends, Napoleon puts 

his life at risks for the sake of his soldiers. Napoleon’s actions give courage and comfort to those 

unfortunate soldiers who are made ill by the plague; Walsingham’s, the priest later protests, only 

disturb the town dwellers. As a result it is Napoleon’s (not Walsingham’s) deeds that are deemed 
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worthy of posthumous fame, appearing “sublime” (“возвышающи[е]”) only as legend – that is, 

from a distance.66 

And yet, it is not at all clear whether Walsingham truly believes in what he preaches in the 

hymn, for were it not for the hidden conflict between his words and feelings the play would 

hardly deserve to be called a “tragedy.” As we find out in his ensuing exchange with the priest, 

Walsingham’s passionate defiance stems not, as many critics believe, from his “love of life,” but 

from the inflexibility of his own conscience. As he tells the priest: “I cannot, I must not follow 

you: I am bound here by despair, by terrible remembrance, by the consciousness of my 

lawlessness…” (“не могу, не должен / Я за тобой идти: я здесь удержан / Отчаяньем, 

воспоминаньем страшным, / Сознаньем беззаконья моего…”) (VII: 182). Unlike the Young 

Man, who speaks dismissively of the dead, Walsingham holds the dead in too high a reverence. 

Furious at the priest for having invoked his wife’s name, he proclaims: 
 
Клянись же мне, с поднятой к небесам – 
Увядшей, бледною рукой – оставить 
В гробу навек умолкнувшее имя! 
О, если б от очей ее бессмертных 
Скрыть это зрелище! Меня когда-то 
Она считала чистым, гордым, вольным – 
И знала рай в объятиях моих... 
Где я? Святое чадо света! вижу 
Тебя я там, куда мой падший дух 
Не досягнет уже.... (VII: 183) 

 
(“Swear to me, with your pale, withered hand raised to the heavens, to leave that name 
forever silenced in the grave! O, if only one could hide this sight from her immortal eyes! 
She once thought me pure, proud, free – and found paradise in my embrace… Where am 
I? Holy child of light! I see you there, where my fallen spirit will no longer reach….”) 
 

                                                
66 Significantly, the legend is said to “elevate” (i.e., sublimate) not Napoleon but the hearer. 
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Unable to face his shame, he instead plunges into ever-greater depths of sinfulness. The lines 

give the lie to the common perception of the Chairman as the embodiment of the proud rebel. We 

no longer see him as a hero engaged in sublime combat with death but as a man hiding from his 

wife’s “immortal” gaze behind the mask of the rebellious reveler. 

Whereas in Feast the sublime is merely evoked, the hero of Pushkin’s first “little tragedy,” 

The Miserly Knight, truly experiences the sublime, albeit in pursuit of the most artificial of 

objects – money.67 A former friend of the late Duke, once recognized for his honesty and valor, 

the Baron now passes his time in his underground vault, where he keeps the treasures collected 

through his criminal activities. The play begins with a dialogue between the Baron’s son, Albert, 

and his incongruously named lackey, Ivan. The Baron’s miserliness has driven Albert to a state 

of humiliating poverty, depriving him of the ability to buy the clothes he needs to appear at court 

or a new helmet to take part in tournaments. Recounting how he drove the ladies of the court 

wild by knocking his last opponent from his horse, Albert admits that his actions were spurred 

less by valor than anger after his opponent damaged his helmet. The true cause of his heroism 

was miserliness – a contagious “disease” that he caught from his father: “Yes! It isn’t hard to be 

infected with it [miserliness] here, under one roof with my father” (“Да! заразиться здесь не 

трудно ею [скупостью] / Под кровлею одной с моим отцом”) (VII: 102). Despite his good 

nature – he is concerned for his horse, sends his last bottle of wine to an ailing blacksmith, 

appears sincerely outraged when a moneylender suggests poisoning his father – Albert’s 

conscience has already become infected with his father’s pathology. 

                                                
67 Like Feast, this play was presented as an adaptation from a foreign original: a “tragicomedy” by the 

English poet William Shenstone (“Ченстон”), entitled The Covetous Knight (or rather, “caveteous Knigth” 
in Pushkin’s poor English). I have translated skupoi as “miserly” in order to distinguish it from 
“caveteous.” 
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The pathological nature of the Baron’s passion is disclosed in Scene 2, which begins with a 

telling analogy: the Baron compares the anticipation he feels prior to descending to his “faithful 

chests” (“верные сундуки”) to that of a young rake awaiting a rendezvous with some “crafty 

harlot” (“развратницей лукавой”) (VII: 110). The eroticism conceals a more profound lust for 

power. Recalling the legend of a monarch who once erected a “proud mound” (“гордый холм”) 

out of handfuls of earth and climbed its heights to survey his vast kingdom, the Baron proclaims 

that he, too, has erected a mound, in his basement:  
 
Так я, по горсти бедной принося 
Привычну дань мою сюда в подвал, 
Вознес мой холм – и с высоты его 
Могу взирать на всё, что мне подвластно. (VII: 110-111) 
 

(“Just so, by bringing meagre handfuls of my regular tribute here to my vault, have I 
erected my mound – and from its heights can behold all that is within my power.”) 

 

Yuri Lotman has observed that the Baron “transforms passion into an idea,”68 and indeed one 

can read these lines as a travesty of the Romantic idea of freedom. With the imagination worthy 

of a poet, the Baron transforms his mound into a soaring mountain from which he rules over the 

world like an all-powerful daemon. The Nymphs, the Muses, free Genius, even Good and Evil, 

all submit to his reign. Just as the Romantics imagined a traveler’s confrontation with the Alps as 

a sublime conflict between inner freedom and the forces of Nature (the elements, but also the 

passions), so does the Baron, by erecting his “Alps of gold,” assert his own sublimity, having 

reached a point “above all desire.”69 No matter that his obsessive accumulation of gold was only 

                                                
68 Lotman, Pushkin, 309. 

69 As Christine Battersby observes, alchemical sublimation takes place when “passive” (female) 
matter is worked on by an “active” (male) agent in order to produce “pure” matter (gold) and a “perfect 
and spiritualized being” (the hermaphrodite or androgyne). Battersby, The Sublime, Terror and Human 
Difference, 106.  
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made possible at the cost of incalculable suffering: “How many human cares, lies, tears, prayers 

and curses does this heavy load stand for!” (“А скольких человеческих забот, / Обманов, слез, 

молений и проклятий / Оно тяжеловесный представитель!”) (VII: 110), he suddenly 

wonders.70 Even the emotions he feels every time he sets to unlock one of his chests are 

comparable to those experienced by the heroes of Sade and his epigones among the French 

Romantics:  
 

Я каждый раз, когда хочу сундук  
Мой отпереть, впадаю в жар и трепет.  
Не страх (о, нет! кого бояться мне?  
При мне мой меч: за злато отвечает  
Честной булат), но сердце мне теснит  
Какое-то неведомое чувство....  
Нас уверяют медики: есть люди,  
В убийстве находящие приятность.  
Когда я ключ в замок влагаю, то же  
Я чувствую, что чувствовать должны  
Они, вонзая в жертву нож: приятно  
И страшно вместе. (VII: 111-112)    
   

(“Every time, when I start to open a coffer, I feel feverish and tremble. Not from fear (O 
no! whom should I fear? I have my sword: my honest blade will answer for the gold), but 
from some mysterious feeling that grips my heart… Doctors assure us: there are people 
who find delight in murder. When I insert my key into the lock, I too feel what they must 
feel when they thrust their knife into their victim: delight and horror mixed in one.”) 
 

The “mysterious feeling” is of course the sublime (“delight and horror mixed in one”), here 

compared to what murderers feel upon thrusting their knife into a victim. As in Sade, the act of 

violence has an erotic dimension, verging on necrophilia. In addition to physiological markers of 

sexual excitement (the Baron feels “feverish” and “trembles”), the climactic act of pouring the 

coins into the chest is described as a kind of ejaculation (“This is my bliss!”; “Вот мое 

                                                
70 The Baron’s treatment of the widow – who, wishing to return a debt owed the Baron, was left 

kneeling in the rain – recalls a famous anecdote about the Marquis de Sade, who once entertained himself 
by paying a homeless man to walk back and forth in front of his window during a rainstorm. 
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блаженство”) (VII: 112), topped only by the Baron’s subsequent actions: with the astonishing 

virility of a Sadeian villain, the Baron turns his ménage into a veritable orgy, lighting a candle 

next to each of the six chests in order to feast upon their glittering grudy.71 

Feasting on gold the Baron feels he is on top of the universe (“I reign!”; “Я царствую!”) 

(VII: 112); but like a lover overcome by an unwelcome thought at the height of rapture, his 

“coitus” is suddenly interrupted by the memory of the wastrel Albert. Earlier the Baron had 

conceded that if all the tears, blood and sweat that were spilled for his treasures would suddenly 

burst out of the bowels of the earth there would be a new flood that would cause him to drown in 

his own basement. Now he protests that Albert has no right to sully and squander the coins 

without having paid for them with his own suffering: “Who knows how many bitter abstentions, 

tempered passions, heavy thoughts, daily cares, sleepless nights all of this cost me?” (“Кто знает, 

сколько горьких воздержаний, / Обузданных страстей, тяжелых дум, / Дневных забот, 

ночей бессонных мне / Всё это стоило?”) (VII: 113). But the tragic nature of his character is 

fully revealed in the concluding lines of the monologue, where he admits that he, too, has been 

tormented by his conscience: 
 

                Иль скажет сын, 
Что сердце у меня обросло мохом, 
Что я не знал желаний, что меня 
И совесть никогда не грызла, совесть, 
Когтистый зверь, скребущий сердце, совесть, 
Незваный гость, докучный собеседник, 
Заимодавец грубый, эта ведьма, 
От коей меркнет месяц и могилы 
Смущаются и мертвых высылают? (VII: 113) 

 
(“Or will my son say that my heart is overgrown with moss, that I never felt desire, that 

                                                
71 The Baron states that he wants to arrange “a feast” (“Хочу себе сегодня пир устроить”) (VII: 

112). The words he uses to describe the act of unlocking the coffers (“И всех их отопру”) are suggestive 
of violent exposure. 
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my conscience never gnawed at me, conscience, that clawed beast that scrapes the heart, 
conscience, that uninvited guest, that tiresome companion, that rude moneylender, that 
witch, who makes the moon grow faint and who disturbs the graves, makes them give up 
their dead?”) 
 

A grotesque monster capable of raising the dead, conscience is all the more terrifying in that it 

resides in the mind and not the caverns of a Gothic castle. The lines illustrate a broader tendency 

to conceive of experience in terms of the sublime. While earlier the Baron appeared as the agent 

of violence and a sublime object in his own right, the image of the Monster Conscience, like that 

of the flood, shows that he is just as prone to imagine himself in the tragic role of the victim. 

If the Baron only compares himself to a murderer, Salieri, the hero of Pushkin’s next “little 

tragedy,” proves willing to destroy everything, even what he loves best, in his sublime 

confrontation with the genius Mozart. For Salieri, the sudden appearance of Mozart in the world 

is a destabilizing event, not unlike an outbreak of the plague, breeding confusion and doubt, as 

well as fear for the stability of the traditional order. “Everyone says: there is no justice on earth. 

But neither is there justice up above” (“Все говорят: нет правды на земле. / Но правды нет – и 

выше”) (VII: 123), he proclaims in his opening monologue. Like the Baron in his pursuit of gold, 

Salieri has sacrificed everything for his quasi-religious devotion to music. He was brought to 

tears as a boy when he first heard the sound of the church organ. Later, when he began to 

compose himself, he labored for days without food or sleep in the monastic silence of his “cell” 

(“келья”). Even his reception of the other great composer of the day, Christoph Gluck, is 

described in the language of conversion: Gluck revealed new “mysteries” (“тайны”) to his 

contemporaries, Salieri says, causing him to abandon his original path, “[m]eekly, as one who’d 

lost his way” (“Безропотно, как тот, кто заблуждался”) (VII: 124), and follow Gluck as one 

might follow a prophet. As long as glory was earned by devotion and toil Salieri was content, 
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refusing even to take sides in the famous rivalry between the Gluckists and the Piccinnists.72 But 

where is justice to be found when genius – “the immortal, sacred gift” – is granted not in return 

for “labor, diligence and prayer,” but casts its light upon an “idle reveler” and a “madman” (VII: 

124-125)? 

The absence of justice leads our hero to take the law into his own hands. While still a youth, 

Salieri studied music scientifically, as a craft, and, “having killed sounds, dissected music like a 

corpse” (“Звуки умертвив, / Музыку я разъял, как труп”) (VII: 123). Now Salieri takes it upon 

himself to destroy a living person.73 Again, Salieri’s cloaks his motives in the language of faith: 

“I have been chosen to stop him – lest we all perish, we priests and servants of music” (“я 

избран, чтоб его / Остановить – не то, мы все погибли, / Мы все, жрецы, служители 

музыки”) (VII: 128). Lacking the “sacred gift” (“священный дар”) of genius, Salieri possesses 

another “gift” (“заветный дар любви”) (VII: 129), a vial of poison from his former mistress 

Izora. Though he often remembered it, he says, when he felt hatred or had fallen into despair, his 

hand was always checked by hope: that he will be visited by inspiration; that “a new Haydn” will 

appear and offer new delights; that he will meet “a new enemy” more worthy of Izora’s gift. 

Now all three wishes have been granted at once by the appearance of Mozart. In a stroke of 

                                                
72 The directors of the Palais Garnier commissioned the two composers to simultaneously write 

operas on the subject of “Iphigenia in Tauride.” As Salieri says: “No! Never have I known envy. Oh, 
never! – not when Piccini knew how to captivate the hearing of wild Parisians, not when I first heard the 
opening notes of Iphigenia” (“Нет! никогда я зависти не знал. / О, никогда! – нижè когда Пиччини / 
Пленить умел слух диких парижан, / Нижè, когда услышал в первый раз / Я Ифигении начальны 
звуки”). 

73 Lotman writes: “Pushkin takes the most noble of abstract ideas, one which is essentially humanistic, 
the idea of art, and shows that, when this idea is valued more highly than a human being and turned into a 
self-directed abstraction, it can become the instrument of murder. By valuing human art more than 
humanity, it was easy for Salieri to take the next step, once he had convinced himself that a man and his 
life might be sacrificed to this fetish.” Iu. M. Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture, 
trans. Ann Shukman (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2000), 93. 
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inspiration defiled by pathology, Salieri decides to taste pleasure and pain at the same time by 

orchestrating a murder-suicide with a man who is both “a new enemy” and “a new Haydn.”74 

But his plan is foiled – Mozart drinks all the poison himself – leaving Salieri to ponder the 

consequences: Is genius really incompatible with crime, as Mozart had said, and if so, where 

does that leave him, Salieri? The problem turns on the difference between the two opposing 

worldviews represented by the title characters. Whereas Mozart clings to the Enlightenment 

belief in a moral universe that quarantines Virtue from Vice, for Salieri, a man of the Romantic 

sensibility, genius is defined by the ability to step over boundaries, to transgress, and therefore 

always has about it a touch of the criminal.75 In its radical guise, represented by Sade and l’école 

frénétique, Romanticism exalts crime as a manifestation of the sublime, and as proof of the 

criminal’s own sublimity. But in Mozart and Salieri, as in Pushkin’s other Boldino plays, we 

find that crime turns out to be anything but uplifting. Instead Salieri is treated to a very different 

experience of the sublime while listening to Mozart play from his Requiem. “You weep?” 

Mozart asks his friend. Salieri responds:  
       
Эти слезы 

Впервые лью: и больно и приятно, 
Как будто тяжкий совершил я долг, 
Как будто нож целебный мне отсек 
Страдавший член! друг Моцарт, эти слезы…. 
Не замечай их. Продолжай, спеши 
Еще наполнить звуками мне душу…. (VII: 133) 

 
(“Such tears I shed for the first time, I feel both pain and delight, as if I’d just fulfilled 
some heavy debt, as if a healing knife had just cut off a suffering chlen! Mozart, my 
friend, don’t pay attention to these tears. Go on, make haste to fill my soul with 
sounds….”) 

                                                
74 V. E. Vatsuro, “O ‘Motsarte i Sal’eri’,” Russkii iazyk 5 (2001). 

75 Just as I was getting ready to defend my dissertation, I discovered that here and elsewhere in 
Mozart and Salieri, Pushkin is entering into a dialogue with Diderot. I plan to explore connections 
between Pushkin’s play and Diderot’s Rameau’s Nephew in my manuscript. 
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The lines are among the most enigmatic in all of The Little Tragedies. Are they spoken 

openly or à parte? What causes Salieri to feel the sublime mixture of “pain and delight”? Is the 

delight caused by the beauty of the music or the satisfaction at having done his “duty”? Is the 

pain that of having killed these sounds or does the Requiem remind Salieri of his own creative 

impotence? Perhaps our inability to find clear answers to these questions testifies to the 

complexity and power of the experience. Pushkin frames this climactic scene as a duel between 

two opposing worldviews, but it is a duel that leaves both opponents at once victorious and 

defeated.76 Salieri’s surgical analogy, with its (intended?) pun on the word chlen, paints the 

murder as an act of both purgation and castration. Is Salieri a sick man who has been purged of a 

“suffering limb,” or is he a skopets who has cut off his “suffering penis”?77 

The three heroes examined so far all imagine themselves in confrontations with the sublime, 

framing these confrontations as opportunities to exhibit their own sublimity. Unable to match 

Mozart’s musical genius, Salieri instead orchestrates a sublime crime, but his plan for the 

murder-suicide goes awry, leaving him to confront his creative impotence. The Baron also seeks 

sublimity, through his pathological pursuit of gold, but from the heights of rapture he falls into 

despair, having failed to free himself from his tormented conscience. Finally, the Master of 

Revels, Walsingham, strikes a defiant tone in his hymn; but his defiance rings false, hiding the 

man behind the heroic posture. The pathological nature of each hero’s desire for the sublime 

leads him to existential despair, even death. The eroticization of the sublime, still only implicit in 

                                                
76 Pushkin uses symmetry and repetition to draw parallels between the two rivals: e.g., two stage 

remarks (“Throws in poison” [“Бросает яд”] and “throws down napkin” [“бросает салфетку”]); two 
challenges (“then drink” [“пей же”] and “Then listen” [“Слушай же”]); two questions (“You think?” 
[“Ты думаешь?”] and “You weep?” [“Ты плачешь?”]). 

77 Pushkin may have been aware of the medical meaning of katharsis, in which case Salieri’s 
“purgation” fails to achieve the desired result. 
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Burke, had become a central part of the experience as portrayed by Sade and the French 

Romantics. The latter showed how sexual pleasure might be derived from experiences that cause 

pain, but they also examined the intersection of sex and power. Pushkin, too, explores the 

manifold impulses behind the pursuit of pleasure and pain; and yet, in each of the plays, the hero 

proves remarkably sterile. Eros and Thanatos, the plays show, are two forces that are best kept 

apart as the heroes find tragedy where they had looked for transcendence. 

But what of Don Juan, that embodiment of the materialist pursuit of pleasure, is he also 

contaminated by the same disease that has touched Pushkin’s other protagonists? The Stone 

Guest is the longest and arguably most intricate of the Boldino plays, and, as such, it has 

received the most critical attention. It has been traditionally viewed as the most autobiographical 

of The Little Tragedies, one that speaks directly to Pushkin’s state of mind on the eve of his 

marriage to Natalie. Yet strikingly, it is also the play that is most deeply embedded in a 

centuries-old literary tradition. Among possible sources are Tirso de Molina’s El Burlador de 

Sevilla, Molière’s Dom Juan, Mozart/Da Ponte’s opera Don Giovanni. More recently, it has been 

revealed that The Stone Guest bears traces of an important contemporary play: Victor Hugo’s 

Hernani. In what follows, I build on this new insight, but with an eye to the broader context of 

Pushkin’s dialogue with the French Romantics. As I hope to show, by examining The Stone 

Guest in light of Hugo’s paradigm of “sublime and grotesque” we may arrive at a better 

understanding of Pushkin’s changing approach to tragedy.  

 

iii. “Savage Pleasure” 

Written exactly a year before The Little Tragedies, in August of 1829, Hugo’s Castilian drama 

became something of a cause célèbre when it premiered at the Comédie Française on February 

25, 1830. La Bataille d’Hernani (as it has come to be called) pitted defenders of neoclassicism 
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(les perruques) against a young generation of Romantics (les chevelus) who sought to reform 

French theater in everything from versification to subject matter. Thanks to Hugo’s masterful 

manipulation of French media and to the burlesque atmosphere surrounding the premiere, news 

of the play spread fast throughout Europe. Translations from the French press soon appeared in 

Anton Delvig’s Literary Gazette and in Nikolai Polevoi’s Moscow Telegraph. Pushkin could 

have also learned about the play from Petr Viazemsky’s correspondence with Aleksandr 

Turgenev (who attended the premiere) and from the French newspapers that he received from his 

friend Elizaveta Khitrovo. It was also Khitrovo who, in the spring of 1830, supplied Pushkin 

with his own copy of Hernani. Pushkin wrote to thank Khitrovo for the book late in May – only 

a few months before he set off for Boldino.78 

Hugo’s play centers around a romantic rivalry between the exiled bandit Hernani, the 

libertine monarch Don Carlos, and the venerable Don Ruy Gomez de Silva over the hand of de 

Silva’s niece and fiancée Doña Sol. The improbable plot leaps from de Silva’s villa in Saragossa 

to the site of Charlemagne’s tomb in Aix-la-Chapelle and back to Spain for the marriage between 

Doña Sol and the triumphant Hernani. In the course of the play, disguises are donned and thrown 

off, promises are exacted and broken, passionate speeches are delivered. A confrontation 

between Hernani and de Silva is postponed when the former promises his life in return for de 

Silva’s help against Carlos. But at the very moment when Carlos appears at the height of his 

powers he undergoes a sudden transformation and decides to bless the young couple. Everything 

points to a happy denouement (“félicité parfait,” in the words of Doña Sol), until Fate catches up 

                                                
78 Albert W. Halsall, Victor Hugo and the Romantic Drama (Toronto, Canada: University of Toronto 

Press, 1998), 72-94. For Pushkin’s letter to Khitrovo, see Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 414. 
In a letter to Turgenev from April 25, 1830, Viazemsky writes: “I have read Hernani and am rather 
displeased with it. All of its Romanticism consists in the broken [alexandrine] verse and in [Hernani’s] 
wet cloak”; P. A. Viazemskii, Ostaf’efskii arkhiv kniazei Viazemskikh (St. Petersburg: 1899), III: 193. 
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to Hernani in the guise of the snubbed de Silva. The latter crashes the couple’s wedding party 

disguised in a black domino and a mask, and later demands that Hernani partake with him in a 

double suicide by poison. Instead, “the cup of brotherhood” is emptied by Hernani and Doña Sol, 

who die in one another’s arms with full faith in their eventual reunion. Redemption awaits the 

couple in the afterlife; damned and alone, de Silva stabs himself. 

The idea that there might be some link between Hernani and The Stone Guest was first put 

forward by Dmitry Iakubovich, who observed that “[t]he local color of [Hugo’s play], individual 

locutions in the dialogue of Doña Sol and Hernani, and certain situations, [such as the scene on 

the balcony], might have left traces on the dialogues of Don Guan with Laura and with Dona 

Anna.” 79  Iakubovich’s thesis was contested by Boris Tomashevsky, 80  but then decisively 

confirmed in a more recent article by David Shengold,81 who revealed numerous textual 

reminiscences of Hernani in The Stone Guest. For instance, the name Perez, so casually dropped 

by Leporello in Scene 1, was one of Hernani’s hypothetical disguises, as was Diego, the name 

Don Guan uses to disguise himself. Both Don Guan and Hernani have a rival named Don Carlos. 

The Commandore’s name in The Stone Guest is “Don Al’var de Sol’va.” The second part of it is 

clearly a combination of Hugo’s “Doña Sol” and “de Silva,” while “Al’var” is taken from a huge 

statue by that name associated with the de Silva family – a statue that imaginatively comes to life 

and that the family calls “le comte de pierre” (“the Stone Count”). In fact, statuary imagery is 

abundant in Hernani. Coming upon Doña Sol and Hernani locked in a passionate embrace, de 

Silva upbraids them: “Such black treason petrifies an old man at the threshold of his house and 

                                                
79 Alexander Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 9 vols (Moscow: 1935-1938), VI: 389. 

80 Alexander Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Moscow, 1935), VII: 574. 

81 David Shengold, “Adding to the ‘Guest’ List: Hugo’s Hernani and Pushkin’s Don Juan,” Slavic 
Review 58.2 (1999). 
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gives the old gentleman, waiting to fall [dead,] the aspect of a statue to put on his tomb!”82 

Finally, there is a direct link between the two heroes: in the fourth act of Hugo’s play, Hernani 

reveals that he is really the nobleman Don Juan of Aragon. As one modern critic whose study 

was published after Shengold’s has observed, Hernani takes many of its plot motifs from 

Mozart’s Don Giovanni.83 

These and other textual similarities are illuminating, but Shengold stops short of a more 

comprehensive analysis. Nor can one agree with his conclusion that, feeling dated, Pushkin 

turned to the “pan-European cultural icon” Hugo as a way of associating himself with the latter’s 

brand of “more active, civic-minded Romanticism.”84 Instead, I suggest that Pushkin’s dialogue 

with Hugo was both more extensive and more critical. It concerns not only The Stone Guest but 

all four of the Boldino plays, raising questions about Pushkin’s attitude toward the French 

Romantics. 

For as it turns out, no author did more to promote the French fashion for the sublime than 

Victor Hugo. Two years before Hernani, Hugo published a programmatic preface to his 

historical drama Cromwell (1827), in which he defined Romantic drama as a field of tensions 

between tragedy and comedy, the sacred and the profane, the “sublime” and the “grotesque.” 

Hugo’s use of the last two terms requires closer scrutiny. As Suzanne Guerlac observes, when 

Hugo employs the word “sublime” he is at first referring to the classical sublime of Boileau, 

                                                
82 Victor Hugo, Hernani (Paris: Gallimard, 1995), 112. 

83 “The fact that Hugo had the theme of Don Giovanni in mind seems confirmed by two lines, 
supressed in the final version of Hernani, in which Don Ruy Gomez presents the protagonist with the 
instruments of death, and which surely recall the Commendatore’s summons: ‘À mon dernier banquet, 
mon hôte, je t’invite. / Ce que tu laisseras sera pour moi. Fais vite’ (‘To my last banquet, my guest, I 
invite you. Whatever you leave will be for me. Be quick.’).” Fabrizio Della Seta, Not Without Madness: 
Perspectives on Opera (Chicago, IL: University Of Chicago Press 2012), 216, 233.  

84 Shengold, “Adding to the ‘Guest’ List,” 338. 
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which in the French context had come to be associated with surpassing beauty, radiance, virtue, 

and the high art values of tragedy. The word “grotesque,” on the other hand, is a novel term 

borrowed from the visual arts; it originally described decorative mural paintings discovered in 

ancient Roman grottoes (chambers of ancient buildings), but over time became associated with 

traditionally negative qualities such as darkness, physical and moral deformity, and the low art 

values of comedy. Imagining a more “total” art form, Hugo replaces the classicist opposition 

between tragedy (“sublime”) and comedy (“grotesque”) with a new opposition between tragedy 

(“sublime”) and drama (“sublime and grotesque”). As Guerlac explains it: “Hugo’s language 

slides, unwittingly, it seems, from an opposition between grotesque and [the classical] sublime to 

the more asymmetric distinction between the beautiful and the [Romantic] Sublime. The contrast 

between grotesque and [the classical] sublime has moved inside the [Romantic] Sublime as an 

inner tension, one that gives it priority over the self-identity of beauty.”85 

Yet the novelty of Hugo’s Preface lay less in his call for a new dramatic art form that mixes 

tragedy and comedy than in his redefinition of the grotesque in terms derived from German 

Romanticism. As both Wolfgang Kayser and Mikhail Bakhtin have shown, the eighteenth 

century witnessed a revival of interest in the grotesque but with a radically transformed 

meaning.86 Already for the pre-Romantic poet Christoph Wieland, the grotesque ceases to be 

purely comical, but is rather something that contradicts the very laws that rule our familiar world 

and arouses contradictory feelings of surprise and horror. As Kayser puts it: “we smile at the 

deformations but are appalled by the horrible and monstrous elements as such. The basic feeling 

                                                
85  Suzanne Guerlac, The Impersonal Sublime: Hugo, Baudelaire, Lautréamont (Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press, 1990), 18. 

86 Wolfgang Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature, trans. Ulrich Weisstein (New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hill, 1966); Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press, 1984). 
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[…] is one of surprise and horror, an agonizing fear in the presence of a world which breaks 

apart and remains inaccessible.”87 Friedrich Schlegel writes of the fantastic combination of 

heterogeneous elements in the grotesque in his “Conversation about Poetry” (Gespräch über die 

Poesie, 1800), but an even darker, more contradictory image of it emerges in the Athenäum 

(1798), for example in Fragment 424, which is concerned with the French Revolution. The 

Revolution was “the focal and climactic point of the French national character,” Schlegel writes, 

“in which all its paradoxical features are united; as the most awe-inspiring grotesque of the age, 

where its profoundest prejudices and its most violent anticipations result in a terrible chaos, a 

bizarre mixture, a colossal tragicomedy of all mankind.”88 The spectacle of the Revolution 

(Burke, too, wrote of the theatricalization of violence in his Reflections on the Revolution in 

France) is thus seen as a grotesque tragicomedy that inspires awe, terror, and a kind of 

annihilating, infernal laughter. Bakhtin contrasts such laughter to the positive regenerating 

laughter of the grotesque in medieval carnival. In the Romantic period, he contends, “laughter 

loses its gay and joyful tone,” as humor becomes “cold,” “destructive,” “ironic.” The German 

novelist Jean Paul Richter described it as “world-annihilating humor” (Vorschule der Aesthetik, 

1804),89 believing, as Bakhtin puts it, that it turns the entire world “into something alien, 

something terrifying and unjustified. The ground slips from under our feet, and we are dizzy 

because we find nothing stable around us.”90 The transformation of grotesque humor from 

                                                
87 Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature, 31. 

88 Ibid., 53. As Keyser observes of this fragment: “Instead of suggesting the fluidum of eternal love, 
the grotesque now opens the view into a chaos that is both horrible and ridiculous. A new word, 
tragicomedy, is thus made to adjoin the grotesque.” 

89 Jean Paul Friedrich Richter, Horn of Oberon: Jean Paul Richter’s School for Aesthetics, trans. 
Margaret R. Hale (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1973), 88. 

90 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 42. 
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something regenerating to destructive is characteristic of the broader shift in the eighteenth 

century from Enlightenment optimism to the more tragic sense of life cultivated by the 

Romantics. The world of Romantic grotesque is “a terrifying world, alien to man,” observes 

Bakhtin.91 It is a world in which, according to Jean Paul, humor “walks […] with the tragic 

mask.”92 

This new definition of the grotesque was appropriated by Hugo. Noting the ambiguity of its 

meaning in the Preface, Peter Brooks asks whether we are to understand the grotesque as the 

polar opposite of the sublime or as a mixture of the sublime and demonic: “Sometimes the 

grotesque is presented as the result of a combination, the characteristic of ‘intermediate beings,’ 

and sometimes it seems rather the inverse mirror image of the sublime, and a necessary ‘temps 

d’arrêt’ in its contemplation.”93 Indeed there appears to be a close family resemblance between 

the two concepts as they were conceived by the Romantics. Both the grotesque and the sublime 

describe phenomena that disrupt the regular order of the natural world and inspire viewers with 

contradictory emotions. Viewers respond with delight and horror when confronted with the 

sublime, horror and annihilating laughter in the case of the grotesque. Whether one concept 

“infected” and transformed the other (as I think the sublime must have done with the grotesque), 

or whether the grotesque already “resided” inside the sublime (as another critic has argued),94 by 

                                                
91 Ibid., 38. 

92 Richter, Horn of Oberon, 92. 

93 Peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and The Mode of 
Excess (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995), 92. That grotesque humor is “the inverted sublime” 
was an idea first presented by Jean Paul. Richter, Horn of Oberon, 88. 

94 Shung-liang Chao, “The Grotesque Sublime: Play with Terror,” Forum: University of Edinburgh 
Postgraduate Journal of Culture and the Arts 2 (2006). 
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the time Hugo sat down to write his Preface the two concepts had become contiguous.95 More 

precisely, grotesqueness had become characteristic of that dark, demonic mode of the sublime 

that I have called “sublime noir” and singled out as the defining mode of freneticism. In the early 

1820s, there was “a revival of grotesque imagery in French Romanticism,” observes Bakhtin, 

noting also that this revival was theorized in the main by Hugo: “‘The grotesque,’ says Hugo, ‘is 

everywhere: on the one hand, it creates the formless and the terrifying, on the other hand the 

comic, the buffoon-like.’ The essential aspect of this form is the monstrous; the aesthetics of the 

grotesque are to a certain extent the aesthetics of the monstrous.”96  
 

 
Figure 2 

 

And yet, despite the great importance that he ascribes to the grotesque, for Hugo himself it is 

only “a term of comparison, a starting-point whence one rises toward the beautiful.” The 

grotesque is like a “ravine” from which one ascends the “mountain” of beauty, he writes: “There 

are no high mountains without ravines. Fill up the valley with the mountain, and you will have 

                                                
95 In another hundred years, Thomas Mann will write (summing up the revolution begun by Hugo): 

“For I feel that, broadly and essentially, the striking feature of modern art is that it has ceased to recognize 
the categories of tragic and comic, or the dramatic classifications, tragedy and comedy. It sees life as 
tragicomedy, with the result that the grotesque is its most genuine style – to the extent, indeed, that today 
that is the only guise in which the sublime may appear.” Thomas Mann, Past Masters, and Other Papers 
(New York: A. A. Knopf, 1933), 240-241.  

96 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 43. 
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nothing but a steppe, a plateau, the plain of Les Sablons instead of the Alps.”97 The grotesque 

and the classical sublime are thus presented as limit points on a vertical axis, where the former 

appears as the inverse and necessary ground of the latter (see Figure 2). 

Bi-directional movement along this “axis of sublimity” is particularly notable in Hernani. As 

in Cromwell, Hugo’s method of characterization in this play is rooted in the Christian notion of 

homo duplex, which teaches that man has two lives to live, “one ephemeral, the other immortal; 

one on earth, the other in heaven.”98 The monarch Don Carlos is both homo et vir (man and hero), 

appearing as a frivolous libertine in the first three acts of the play, but undergoing a complete 

(and trouble-free) transformation the moment he is elected Emperor. Movement in the opposite 

direction may be discerned in de Silva. He is dignified and austere at the start of the play, but as 

the masked domino of the final act, he is the angel of death, sublime but demonic. As for 

Hernani, he joins a long list of suffering Romantic heroes (notably, Schiller’s Karl Moor) who 

struggle with the consequences of an unstable identity. A dispossessed nobleman turned outlaw, 

he yearns for the world of “light [and] love” (i.e., Hugo’s “sublime”), but finds that he must 

adopt “the tools of darkness, violence, and disguise” to reach it.99 His sublime self-sacrifice in 

the final act of the play represents the triumph of faith over the demonic. “The aim of art is 

almost divine,” Hugo proclaimed in the Preface. His aesthetic project is ultimately also religious. 

The religiously uplifting ending of Hernani has led some critics to read it as an example of 

the Romantic avoidance of tragedy, or even as melodrama.100 Though such readings have 

                                                
97 Victor Hugo, Oeuvres complètes, 16 vols. (Paris: R. Laffont, 1985), III: 85. 

98 Ibid., XIII: 47. 

99 Cox, In the Shadows of Romance, 188. 

100 Peter Brooks writes that, in Hernani, “we may detect the problematic of a melodramatism under 
tragic guise.” Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination, 94; and 93-105. 
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recently been challenged,101 it appears to have been how Pushkin himself thought of Hugo’s 

work. I suggest that Pushkin shared Hugo’s interest in the grotesque, but was turned off by his 

melodramatic vision. “Now the French poets have systematically said to themselves: soyons 

religieux, soyons politiques – and some even say, soyons extravagants,” Pushkin wrote in 1831; 

as a result, their work suffers from affectation, lack of true inspiration, and lifelessness.102 

Pushkin contrasted such poets to Sainte-Beuve, whose work, for a time, he ranked higher than 

Hugo’s. “Hugo and Sainte-Beuve are unquestionably the only French poets of the epoch,” he 

wrote to Khitrovo, adding: “particularly Sainte-Beuve.”103 He praised Sainte-Beuve’s Vie, 

Poésies et Pensées de Joseph Delorme for the dry precision of Delorme’s style, his attention to 

physiological detail, and his anatomical dissection of the human passions. Delorme’s poetry is 

not extravagant but clinical. It deals with morbid subjects like consumption, melancholy, and 

death, but does so without the slightest hint of affectation. Indeed, Pushkin himself adopts the 

language of medicine when he defends Delorme against charges of immorality. Though he 

agrees that poetry should not “debase itself through the power of the word to the undermining of 

eternal truths on which man’s happiness and greatness depend or to the transformation of its 

divine nectar into a lascivious, inflammatory potion,” Pushkin asserts that “the description of 

human weaknesses, errors and passions is not immoral, just as anatomy is not murder.”104 In 

effect, what Pushkin appreciated most about Delorme was his ability to investigate grotesque 

themes without either condemning or glorifying them. Hugo’s poetry, on the other hand, he 

                                                
101 See Halsall, Victor Hugo and the Romantic Drama, 42-44. 

102 Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 297. 

103 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 414. 

104 Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 297. 
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described as “brilliant but pretentious.”105 And of Delorme’s own “religious conversion” in 

Sainte-Beuve’s second book of verse, Pushkin observed, “in rejoicing at the changed man we 

mourn the poet.”106 

The Little Tragedies borrow a number of grotesque features from Hernani, but without 

submitting them to Hugo’s melodramatic vision. The grotesque appears on the levels of imagery, 

plot motifs, and themes – including double suicide and recurring visions of the “black man” (an 

image clearly inspired by Hugo’s de Silva). More importantly, it defines the emotional and 

psychological world of Pushkin’s characters, whose identities, like the physical world around 

them, appear in the process of disintegration. The experience of disintegration is simultaneously 

terrifying and pleasant. The Baron feels excitement and horror upon unlocking his coffers. 

Salieri feels pleasure and pain while listening to Mozart’s Requiem. But references to medicine 

and anatomy may also be found in the plays: the Baron cites the opinion of certain “medics” on 

the subject of murder; Salieri conceives of himself as an anatomist of music. Indeed, like 

Delorme’s, Pushkin’s approach may be described as clinical. The plays are “case studies” of a 

sensibility defiled by pathology. They investigate causes and symptoms but offer no miraculous 

treatments. 

 “Lust perverted in a peculiar way – this is the specifically new element that Pushkin 

introduces into the world-wide plot about the Spanish seducer.”107 The new element noticed by 

Blagoi is Don Juan’s unmistakable penchant for necrophilia. We get our first glimpse of it in the 

                                                
105 Ibid., 262. 

106 Ibid., 297. 

107 Blagoi, Sotsiologiia tvorchestva Pushkina, 226. As Monter also notes: “Sexuality, traditionally 
associated with Don Juan’s vigor and love of life, is here specifically connected with death.” Monter, 
“Love and Death in Pushkin's Little Tragedies,” 210. 
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opening scene of the play when Don Juan is suddenly reminded of his late lover Inez. The very 

fact that he is capable of feeling nostalgia for the past is already a significant departure from 

earlier treatments of the legend, whose heroes lived in a kind of permanent present. Pushkin’s 

Don Juan, on the other hand, is haunted by the past, returning not only to Madrid, the city he was 

forced to abandon, but, out of sheer compulsion, to the very graveyard he once used for his 

rendezvous with Inez. As it turns out, the graveyard was an appropriate setting for their necro-

erotic meetings: 
 
В июле… ночью. Странную приятность 
Я находил в ее печальном взоре 
И помертвелых губах. Это странно. 
Ты, кажется ее не находил 
Красавицей. И точно, мало было 
В ней истинно прекрасного. Глаза, 
Одни глаза. Да взгляд… такого взгляда 
Уж никогда я не встречал. А голос 
У ней был тих и слаб – как у больной – (VII: 139) 

 
(“July it was… at night. I found strange pleasure in her sad gaze and deadly pale lips. It’s 
strange. You apparently did not think she was a beauty. And it’s true, there was little of 
the truly beautiful in her. Her eyes, only her eyes. And her glance… such a glance I have 
never come across again. And her voice was quiet and feeble – like a sick woman’s.) 

 

Delight in mixing love and death was of course a pervasive theme in the Romantic period, 

ranging from idealized visions of “the beautiful death” in Chateaubriand and Lamartine to the 

less wholesome glorification of morbid sexuality in works by Sade, Charles Maturin, and Jan 

Potocki.108 Pushkin was not immune from the tastes of his age,109 but in The Stone Guest he turns 
                                                

108 Philippe Ariès has shown how, influenced by changing burial practices and a new scientific 
attitude toward death, love and death were brought together in European literature and popular 
imagination, “until by the end of the eighteenth century they formed a veritable corpus of macabre 
eroticism.” Philippe Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, trans. Helen Weaver (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1981), 393. Though Ariès does not examine the role played by theories of the sublime in this 
phenomenon, it is clear from the literature itself that it was significant. “My father’s features had taken on 
a sublime quality in his coffin,” observes the hero of Chateaubriand’s René; and in Atala, sublimity is 
central to Chateaubriand’s representation of his dying heroine. Chateaubriand was of course also a master 
in describing the sublime in Nature, which, among other things, provided the setting for Chactas’ first 
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the period’s necro-erotic fixation into the mainspring of tragedy. I suggest that the “strange” or, 

as in the drafts, “savage” pleasure experienced by Don Juan at the sight of Inez is yet another 

example of decadent sublimation. Even more so than Pushkin’s other heroes – whose morbid 

sensibilities have already been discussed – Don Juan “is drawn by the peculiar acuteness of 

sexual ravishment amidst death, before the face of death, before its very threshold.”110 

“Don Juan is different with different women,” writes Barbara Monter, “but one thing remains 

constant: with all his women he seeks the morbid.”111 He finds “strange delight” in Inez’s “sad 

gaze and deadly pale lips.” He makes love to Laura in the presence of a fresh corpse. His 

courtship of Dona Anna takes place almost exclusively at the cemetery, by the tomb of her dead 

husband. Dressed in black mourning clothes from her head down to her barely exposed heels, 

Dona Anna is no less unusual as an object of desire than Inez. And yet, Don Juan is thrilled to 

observe the way her black tresses fall on the pale white of the marble,112 or, in a draft, the sudden 

                                                                                                                                                       
sexual encounter with Atala: “Nuptial ceremony, worthy of our sorrows and the grandeur of our passion! 
Glorious forests, waving your vines and leafy domes as curtains and canopy for our couch, blazing pines 
forming the torches of our wedding, flooded river, roaring mountains, O dreadful, sublime Nature, were 
you no more than a device contrived to deceive us, and could you not for an instant conceal a man’s joy in 
your mysterious horrors?” François-René de Chateaubriand, Atala/René, trans. Irving Putter (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1980), 46, 88. On love and death in the Romantic period see also Lisa 
Downing, Desiring the Dead: Necrophilia and Nineteenth-Century French Literature (Oxford, UK: 
Legenda, 2003); and The Romantic Agony, trans. Angus Davidson (London: Oxford University Press, 
1951). 

109 See, for example, Jonathan Platt, “The Poetics of Dry Transgression in Pushkin’s Necro-Erotic 
Verse,” Taboo Pushkin: Topics, Texts, Interpretations, ed. Alyssa Dinega Gillespie (Madison, WI: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2012). 

110 Blagoi, Sotsiologiia tvorchestva Pushkina, 222. 

111 Monter, “Love and Death in Pushkin's Little Tragedies,” 211. 

112 I believe Pushkin borrowed this image from Delorme’s “Muse,” a poem whose “melancholy 
charm” he had singled out in his review of Sainte-Beauve:   

Elle n’est pas la vierge ou la veuve éplorée, 
Qui d’un cloître désert, d’une tour sans vassaux, 
Solitaire habitante, erre sous les arceaux, 
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change in her features when she faints after the revelation of his identity: “O how beautiful she is 

like this! The languor in her face, her semi-closed gaze, the agitation of her bosom, the paleness 

of these lips… (kisses her)” (“О как она прекрасна в этом виде! / В лице томленье, взор 

полузакрытый, / Волненье груди, бледность этих уст… [цалует ее]”) (VII: 314). Arranging 

each situation so as to give himself maximum opportunity to skid the boundary separating life 

and death, Don Juan at times imagines crossing it: 

 
Дона Анна 
 

Ну? что? чего вы трeбуете? 
 

Дон Гуан  
   

Смерти. 
О пусть умру сейчас у ваших ног, 
Пусть бедный прах мой здесь же похоронят 
Не подле праха, милого для вас, 
Не тут – не близко – дaле где-нибудь, 
Там – у дверей – у самого порога, 
Чтоб камня моего могли коснуться 
Вы легкою ногой или одеждой, 
Когда сюда, на этот гордый гроб 
Пойдете кудри наклонять и плакать. (VII: 156) 

 
(“Dona Anna: Well? What? What do you demand? Don Juan: Death. O let me die here 
by your feet. Let them burry my ashes here, not near those other ashes that are dear to 
you, not here – not close – but somewhere further off, there – by the gates – by the very 
threshold, so that you may touch my [grave]stone with your light foot or with your dress 
when you come here, to this proud tomb, to bow your tresses and to weep.”) 

                                                                                                                                                       
Disant un nom; descend aux tombes féodales; 
A genoux, de velours inonde au loin les dalles, 
Et le front sur un marbre, épanche avec des pleurs 
L’hymne mélodieux de ses nobles malheurs. 

Delorme goes on to describe what his Muse really does look like: an impoverished gentry girl who 
coughs up blood from consumption (an image reminiscent of Pushkin’s Inez). See Wolff, ed., Pushkin on 
Literature, 293.  
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Behind the conventionally florid rhetoric is a real wish to taste death, to test it, to challenge its 

power. And yet, Don Juan’s desire to be buried near the graveyard gate – on the threshold 

between life and death – testifies to the underlying ambivalence of his character. He is at once 

life-affirming and morbid, creative and destructive, capable of taking pleasure from the 

proximity of death, but also of fashioning a whole person from the barely glimpsed outline of a 

lady’s heel (the exact opposite of the narrator’s fragmenting foot fetish in Eugene Onegin). The 

voyeuristic fantasy described here is the mirror image of the one Don Juan sets in motion at the 

end of Scene 3 when he invites the statue to stand guard at the door of Dona Anna’s chamber. 

Only whereas in the latter he brings stone to life, exhibiting his unique talent for animation, here 

he imagines himself symbolically turned to stone (“камень”), suggesting the uneasy coexistence 

in one character of the competing forces of Eros and Thanatos. 

The grotesque duplicity of Don Juan’s character comes through most forcibly in his 

relationship with the Commandore, which, as Monter perceptively observes, “is as intense, if not 

more intense, as his relationship with the women.”113 Of course, the Commandore himself is a 

highly ambivalent figure, something the Russian reader is made aware of by the frequent gender 

switching in Don Juan’s and Leporello’s references to him. The Commandore is both male 

(“командор”) and female (“статуя”), just as he is both (animate) man and (inanimate) matter. 

“And the Commandore? What will he say about this?” (“А командор? что скажет он об 

этом?”), asks Leporello upon hearing news of his master’s rendezvous with Dona Anna. “You 

think he will be jealous?” (“Ты думаешь, он станет ревновать?”) (VII: 159), responds Don 

Juan. Don Juan then flaunts his mockery, ordering Leporello to “ask her [the statue] to come to 

me – no, not to me – to Dona Anna’s, tomorrow” (“Проси ее пожаловать ко мне – / Нет, не ко 
                                                

113 Monter, “Love and Death in Pushkin's Little Tragedies,” 210. 
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мне – а к Доне Анне, завтра”) (VII: 160),114 which leads to Leporello’s erotically charged 

apostrophe: “Glorious, beautiful statue!...” (“Преславная, прекрасная статуя!...”) (VII: 160).115 

But when Leporello withdraws in fear, having noticed the statue suddenly come to life, Don Juan 

switches back to masculine, the tone of his words no longer denoting mockery but a challenge: “I, 

Commandore, ask you to come to your widow, where I will be tomorrow…” (“Я, командор, 

прошу тебя придти / К твоей вдове, где завтра буду я…”) (VII: 162). An object of beauty at 

first, the statue, once animated, becomes sublime. For the remainder of the play, the opposition 

“masculine-feminine” will be supplanted by the opposition “inanimate-animate.” The erotic 

nature of Don Juan’s relationship with the Commandore has, however, been established. Having 

found morbid pleasure in his sexual triumphs over women, Don Juan now raises the stakes, 

challenging death itself in his climactic confrontation with the Commandore.  

Don Juan’s unexpected encounter with the grotesque seems to put a damper on his customary 

merriment, prompting Dona Anna to enquire, in the beginning of Scene 4, “Why are you silent?” 

(“Что ж вы молчите?”) (VII: 163). The Don Juan of Scene 4 is no longer the bon vivant of old 

but a “gloomy guest” troubled by the sudden glimpse of his tragic destiny. Thoughts of fate 

(“Fate destined me for something else”; “Судьба судила мне иное”) (VII: 164), punishment 

(“Though perhaps I deserve punishment”; “Хоть казнь я заслужил, быть может”) (VII: 164), 

conscience (“Though perhaps much evil weighs on my weary conscience”; “На совести 

усталой много зла, / Быть может, тяготеет”) (VII: 168) now creep into his speech, leaving 

                                                
114 This moment of hesitation marks an important departure from earlier versions of the legend where 

the statue is asked to dine at Don Juan’s home. In Pushkin’s version, the Commandore is invited to watch 
over the couple’s lovemaking in his own widow’s bedroom. 

115  Cf. Pushkin’s epigraph, taken from Don Giovanni: “O most kind statue of the great 
Commendatore!” (“O statua gentissima [sic.] / Del gran’ Commendatore!....”). Pushkin seems to have 
deliberately translated “kind” as “beautiful,” perhaps to set up the traditional opposition between the 
“beautiful” statue and the “sublime/grotesque” Commandore. 
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Dona Anna (and us) to wonder: Is he telling the truth or is this, too, part of his legendary 

eloquence (“Oh, Don Juan is eloquent – I know”; “O, Дон Гуан красноречив – я знаю”) (VII: 

168)? But such is the idiosyncratic nature of Don Juan’s speech that a given statement of his may 

be simultaneously taken as true and false without rendering it completely meaningless.116 When 

Don Juan asserts that he will give his life for one sweet moment of love (“What is death? I will 

not hesitate to give my life for one sweet moment of love”; “Что значит смерть? за сладкий 

миг свиданья / Безропотно отдам я жизнь”) (VII: 169) he is simultaneously making use of a 

well-tried cliché and expressing something essential about his own character. The result is an 

interpretive impasse that leaves us wondering with Dona Anna: “Who can know you?” (“Кто 

знает вас?”) (VII: 169). The answer, of course, is “no one,” not even Don Juan himself, for 

Pushkin shows us a consciousness caught in the very process of disintegration. 

The fragmentation of both hero and text culminates in Don Juan’s final confrontation with 

the Commandore. Scholars have offered a variety of interpretations about what actually takes 

place in this scene, though many now agree to accept the text’s underlying polysemy. I suggest 

that the splintering of Pushkin’s text at this point captures perfectly the contradictory nature of 

the experience that is represented. Neither male nor female, animate or inanimate, the statue 

appears as a grotesque object from the Beyond, rending apart the very fabric of Don Juan’s 

universe. And yet, everything we have said thus far about Pushkin’s hero suggests that he will 

welcome the vision with an equal measure of terror and pleasure. “You tremble, Don Juan” 

(“Дрожишь ты, Дон Гуан”), observes the Commandore. “Me? No. I summoned you and am 

glad to see you” (“Я? нет. Я звал тебя и рад, что вижу”) (VII: 171), Don Juan rejoinders. Don 

                                                
116 The idiosyncratic nature of Don Juan’s speech has been discussed by Boris Gasparov in “Don Juan 

in Nicholas's Russia (Pushkin’s The Stone Guest),” The Don Giovanni Moment: Essays on the Legacy of 
an Opera, ed. Lydia Goehr and Daniel Herwitz (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2006). 
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Juan does not hide, as instructed by Dona Anna, but marches straight to the front door when he 

hears the Commandore’s knocking, leading us to suspect: Was Dona Anna’s seduction just 

foreplay?117 His act of defiance takes the form of erotic sublimation, marked not only structurally 

(as a re-enactment of the conclusion to Scene 2), but also linguistically (the double entendre in 

“гибну” [“dying”] and “кончено” [“finished”]), physiologically (compare Don Juan’s trembling 

to that of the Baron), and, in the final stage direction, symbolically (as Bakhtin reminds us, there 

is a longstanding tradition connecting the gaping jaw of the underworld to the female sex 

organs).118 And yet, it remains uncertain whether Don Juan ever attains his desired jouissance, 

for his sudden lack of resolve at the very end may signal a failure of sublimation: “Leave me, let 

go – let go of my hand…” (“Оставь меня, пусти – пусти мне руку…”) (VII: 171), he cries out. 

The final glimpse we have of Don Juan is of a man symbolically penetrated by the 

Commandore’s fateful desnitsa (“spear hand”).119 

Seen in this light, the ending of The Stone Guest appears as a rejection (or parody) of the 

melodramatic ending of Hernani. In Tragedy and Melodrama, Robert Heilman writes: “It is in 

tragedy that man is divided; in melodrama, his troubles, though they may reflect some weakness 

                                                
117 This was in fact how the scene was performed in Mikhail Schweitzer’s 1979 film adaptation of the 

play (the role of Don Juan was played by Vladimir Vysotsky). In E. T. A. Hoffman’s short story “Don 
Juan: A Fabulous Incident Which Befell a Travelling Enthusiast” (1813), the narrator tells us that Don 
Juan used Dona Anna to get back at the “monstrous” Creator: “[H]e was at war with that unknown Being 
which guides our destiny, a Being which seemed to him to be a malicious monster playing a cruel game 
with the wretched creatures it created. Every seduction of a beloved bride, every blow delivered to happy 
lovers causing irremediable grief, represented a fresh triumph over that hostile monster and raised the 
seducer forever above our narrow life, above Nature, above the Creator. He really wants more and more 
to leave life, but only to plunge deeper into hell. The seduction of Anna with its attendant circumstances 
is the very summit of his achievement.” R. Murray Schafer, E. T. A. Hoffman and Music (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1975), 70-71. It is unclear if Pushkin knew Hoffman’s story. 

118 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 329. 

119 That said, one can easily imagine a staging where the penultimate line is addressed not to the 
Commandore but to Dona Anna, transforming Don Juan’s lack of resolve into heroic acceptance of 
suffering. The particular jouissance (now Barthes) of Pushkin’s text is that the choice is left to the reader. 
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or inadequacy, do not arise from the urgency of unreconciled impulses. In tragedy the conflict is 

within man; in melodrama, it is between men, or between men and things.”120 The unproblematic 

reconciliation of sublime and grotesque impulses in the person of Hernani is testament to the 

artificiality of their initial opposition. Hernani’s battle is not ultimately with himself but with 

those outside forces that keep him from assuming his true identity; though he may at times adopt 

a demonic pose, his true colors are never really in doubt, and are displayed triumphantly in his 

climactic Liebestod with Doña Sol. In this he could not be more different from Pushkin’s Don 

Juan, who, until the very end, is portrayed as a fundamentally splintered hero. Both spontaneous 

and reflexive, naïve and sentimental, Don Juan may be the first hero on the literary stage to be 

guided by internal impulses of which he remains only partly conscious.121 These impulses at first 

appear “strange” (or “savage”) to Don Juan himself, but instead of repressing he attempts to 

sublimate them. The confrontation with the Commandore appears as a tragic failure of 

sublimation. Seeking to raise himself in heroic battle with the grotesque, he instead falls victim 

to the Commandore’s castrating handshake. 

 

iv. “Literary monstrosities” 

By way of conclusion I would like to examine two pieces of criticism that Pushkin wrote on the 

subject of freneticism. The first is an announcement which appeared anonymously in the January 

21, 1830, issue of Delvig’s Literary Gazette informing readers of the forthcoming publication in 

                                                
120 Robert Heilman, Tragedy and Melodrama: Versions of Experience (Seattle, WA: University of 

Washington Press, 1968), 77. 

121 The model hero of Greek tragedy, Oedipus, is ignorant of his (external) fate; the (internal) passions 
of modern heroes (including Pushkin’s Baron) are consciously directed toward some object. In his 
attention to the conflict between conscious and unconscious drives, Pushkin may have anticipated the 
modern concept of psychic determinism. 
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France of the memoirs of Charles-Henri Sanson, a famous executioner (Mémoires pour servir à 

l'histoire de la Révolution française, par Sanson, exécuteur des arrêts criminels pendant la 

Révolution; Paris, 1830). Though Pushkin could not have known about the apocryphal nature of 

these memoirs (their true authors were Balzac and Louis-François L’Héritier), his announcement 

suggests that he saw their publication as yet another indicator of contemporary fashion. Feigning 

a decorous pose, as if truly taken aback by the publication of something so monstrous, Pushkin 

explains that interest in this type of literature stems from our “thirst for novelty and 

sensationalism.” “We were not satisfied with seeing famous people in nightcap and dressing-

gown,” he observes, alluding to the “philosophical” and “political” confessional narratives of the 

previous century, “we wanted to follow them into their bedrooms and further.” Having then 

gorged ourselves on the “scandalous” tales of “shady” characters such as Casanova and the 

courtesan Henriette Wilson, we turned to the memoirs of famous police spy Eugène Vidocq. This, 

in turn, inspired Hugo to write Le Dernier Jour d’un condamné, a novel “filled with fire and 

filth.” It is not surprising, therefore, that an executioner now joins the ranks of contemporary 

men of letters. The impending success of his memoirs appears, “to our shame,” beyond 

dispute.122 

What strikes me most about Pushkin’s playful réclame is that the genealogy he offers makes 

the popularity of freneticism appear not only logical but, in some measure, justified. Such, in fact, 

is the tyranny of taste that, despite his evident concern for the moral wellbeing of his readers, 

Pushkin himself concedes that he has succumbed to the frenzy. “But let us confess, living as we 

do in an age of confessions, that we are awaiting the Memoirs of the Paris Executioner with 

impatience, albeit also with disgust [с нетерпеливостию, хотя и с отвращением].” What does a 

                                                
122 Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 237-238. 
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man like Sanson have in common with ordinary “living” folk (“живыми людьми”)? What can 

we learn from a “creature” (“творение”) who inspired the “poetic and fearsome” portrait of an 

executioner in Count Maistre’s Soirées de Saint-Pétersbourg? These are some of the questions 

with which Pushkin tries to tempt his readers, appealing to the very sensibility for the grotesque 

(“impatience and disgust”; “poetic and fearsome”) that was cultivated by the frentic school. 

A more complex picture of freneticism emerges in Pushkin’s response to M. E. Lobanov’s 

January 18, 1836, speech before the Imperial Russian Academy. A classicist who made a name 

for himself as a translator of Racine (see Chapter One), Lobanov became concerned in the 1830s 

about the pernicious influence of freneticism on contemporary Russian letters. “Nation borrows 

from nation,” he observes, “and reason dictates that one should borrow that which is useful and 

imitate that which is graceful,” but the latest foreign writers “often present absurd, odious and 

monstrous spectacles, spread pernicious and destructive thoughts of which the reader previously 

had not the slightest knowledge.”123 And while the French have “long since grown acquainted 

and, so to speak, become one with the horrors of revolution,” Lobanov worries that the innocent 

Russian reader will be in effect raped by freneticism, which will “perforce implant into his soul 

the seeds of immorality and atheism and, in consequence, of future errors and crimes.”124 It 

therefore falls upon “every honest Russian writer, every enlightened family man, and in 

particular the Academy […] to disclose, attack and destroy evil, wherever it may rear its head in 

the field of literature.”125 Lobanov’s solution is thus to turn the Academy into an instrument of 

the official censor. Only then, he believes, will this illustrious institution fulfil its true purpose. 

                                                
123 Ibid., 399. 

124 Ibid., 394-395. 

125 Ibid., 395. 
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It is not difficult to see why Pushkin found it necessary to respond to Lobanov. However, 

what interests me about his response is the way he again sets freneticism within the broader 

context of recent literary history. “We do not consider that the irascible, unconsidered, 

incoherent, French literature of the present day is the result of political unrest,” Pushkin 

observes, departing not only from Lobanov, but also from Sade and Gogol. “French literature 

had its own revolution which was alien to the political upheaval, which overthrew the ancient 

monarchy of Louis XIV.”126 On the one hand, Pushkin compares the pleasure we receive from 

frenetic literature to that derived from common stories of rogues, bandits, and ghosts; on the 

other, he traces its origins to a specific moment – а split in the main current of Romanticism:  
 
Literary monstrosities had already begun to appear in the last years of the timid and pious 
‘Restauration.’ For the cause of this phenomenon we must look to literature itself. For a 
long time humbled by arbitrary rules, imposing on it forms that were too restricting, it 
went to the other extreme and began to consider the neglect of all rules as the law of 
freedom. The petty and false theory sanctioned by ancient rhetoricians, that usefulness is 
the necessary condition and goal of literature, brought about its own destruction. People 
began to feel that the aim of art is to present the ideal, and not to moralize. But French 
writers only grasped one side of this undeniable truth, and assumed that moral infamy 
could also be the end of poetry, i.e. an ideal!127 

 

Thus Pushkin introduces a new element into the traditional narrative about the Romantic 

rejection of classicism by suggesting that Romanticism itself was divided into two parallel 

currents: one that found the goal of art in the ideal (i.e., the “idealist sublime” branch in the two 

figures above); the other that equated the ideal with all kinds of “moral infamy” (i.e., the 

“materialist sublime” branch). French writers “like to present vice as triumphant, at all times and 

                                                
126 Ibid., 396. The italicized words are an inexact quotation from Gogol’s 1836 article “On the 

Development of Periodical Literature in 1834 and 1835” (“О движении журнальной литературы в 1834 
и 1835 году”). See Nikolai Gogol, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 14 tomakh (Moscow: 1937-1952), VIII: 
171. 

127 Wolff, ed., Pushkin on Literature, 399. 
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places, and see only two chords in men’s hearts: egotism and vanity.” Pushkin goes on to assert 

that such a view of human nature is “superficial” and “petty,” and to predict that freneticism will 

soon appear as ludicrous as the affectation and pomposity of the novels of Bachelard d’Arnaud 

and Mme Cottin. “While this view is still fresh,” he writes, “the public, i.e. the majority of 

readers, from lack of experience, regard contemporary novelists as the most profound 

connoisseurs of human nature. But already the ‘literature of despair’ (as Goethe called it); 

‘Satanic literature’ (in Southey’s words), galvanic literature, penal literature, the literature of 

punch, blood and tobacco, etc., having long been condemned by the higher criticism, begins to 

fall even in the public’s favor.”128  

Born of literature, freneticism will fall victim to literature’s own internal logic, making the 

Academy’s intervention completely unnecessary. But was this not how Pushkin must have 

reasoned when he sat down to work on The Little Tragedies? Composed in the fall of 1830, at a 

time when freneticism was still on the rise, the plays offer a critique of freneticism, not from 

outside, but from within the literary process. They do so, first, by tracing a genealogy (or 

etiology) of the frenetic sensibility for the radical sublime; second, by investigating the 

symptoms of this sensibility within the moral framework of tragedy. Such a “clinical” approach 

marks a significant departure from both classical and Romantic practice. It no longer aims to 

produce the effect of the sublime, but rather takes the sublime as the plays’ very subject 

matter.129 

Are The Little Tragedies then tragedies about the sublime, rather than sublime tragedies, or is 

                                                
128 Ibid., 397. 

129 With respect to the genealogy outlined above, I see Pushkin as someone who is influenced by both 
the idealist and the materialist branches of the sublime, but also standing apart, studying them, and 
eventually transforming his influences into something uniquely his own. 
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there something about the poetics of Pushkin’s plays that is capable of giving rise to another kind 

of sublimity? In his Enquiry, Burke had mentioned that the sublime can be inspired by privation, 

as well as excess, by gaps, silences, ellipses, which stir the mind toward ideas of infinity and 

greatness. “In unfinished sketches of drawing, I have often seen something which pleased me 

beyond the best finishing,” he wrote in one passage, noting that in such cases “the imagination is 

entertained with the promise of something more, and does not acquiesce in the present object of 

the sense.”130 One wonders if Pushkin had not read these lines before setting down to write his 

“dramatic sketches.” Fragmentary in form, open-ended with respect to plot, the plays have been 

described as “fifth-act” tragedies that deny spectators the experience of catharsis;131 but perhaps 

they offer something that is equally powerful. The Little Tragedies force the spectator to make 

connections, to use his imagination, to exercise his faculty of judgment. They offer an aesthetic 

experience that helps the spectator transcend “the immediate object of sense,” awakening him to 

the sublimity of his own nature. 

                                                
130 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 70. 

131 Pushkin, The Little Tragedies, 6. 
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Afterword 
 

Not long after he returned to Moscow in early December of 1830, Pushkin boasted to his friend 

Petr Pletnev about his remarkable productivity over the course of that autumn: “I shall tell you 

(as a secret) that in Boldino I wrote as I have not written for a long time. Here is what I have 

brought along….”1 He then goes on to provide an astonishingly wide-ranging list of works: the 

last two chapters of Eugene Onegin, the satirical narrative poem A House in Kolomna, four 

“dramatic scenes” or “little tragedies,” about 30 small poems, and five short stories, Pushkin’s 

first completed experiments in prose fiction. Pushkin forgot to mention that in Boldino he also 

wrote a number of important essays and reviews, many of which would appear over the next few 

months on the pages of Delvig’s Literary Gazette; he also began work on several new texts, 

including the unfinished tragic poem The Water Nymph.2 

The impressive variety of these texts has not distracted scholars from spotting underlying 

thematic unities, suggesting that Pushkin may have been looking through different generic lenses 

onto a common set of moral and existential problems. This is particularly evident when we 

compare The Little Tragedies to The Tales of Belkin, which explore many of the same themes as 

the plays (e.g., the eudemonic theme), but project a more hopeful, tragicomic vision.3 Why this is 

so is still not entirely clear. Why does Pushkin spare the heroes of the prose cycle, but not those 

of the plays? And what does this tell us about his state of mind at this important juncture? 

                                                
1 Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, 446. 

2 A hybrid text (part narrative poem, part drama), The Water Nymph seems to have been conceived as 
an experiment in tragedy. See Pushkin’s March 5, 1834, letter to E. K. Vorontsova in ibid., 635. 

3 See Davydov, “‘Strange and Savage Joy’,” 103-104. 
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These are just some of the questions that I hope to take up in a future monograph, along with 

the bigger question of how Pushkin continues to develop as a tragic writer throughout the rest of 

the 1830s. We have grown accustomed to think of this period as Pushkin’s tragic decade, a time 

when the pressures of service, literature, and family gradually left the poet feeling alienated from 

Russian society. In the literary sphere, he was now up against a new class of professional writers, 

whose largely frivolous and imitative works found a more sympathetic audience in Russia than 

his own. In his interactions with the organs of power, we see a man engaged in an unending 

struggle for independence – from censorship, which eventually led him to write a large number 

of works for the drawer; from service, which brought important benefits, but also exposed him to 

ridicule. Finally, in his familial life, Pushkin found both a refuge and a source of new troubles, 

which culminated in the fateful duel of 1837. Roman Jakobson captures the oppressive mood of 

the 1830s in his important study of statuary imagery in Pushkin’s works:  
 
I am speaking about the poet’s gradual capitulation, not about regeneration or reorientation, as 
this process is often called [he writes]. Pushkin, who had dreamed in the fiery verse of his youth 
that “we shall commune with the bloody chalice” of revolution […] was able to change his 
opinion about the road to liberation, was able to lose faith in its realizability and to declare the 
battle of liberation a premature and hence a madly hopeless delirium, was able in particular 
periods of his life to imagine a freedom of his dreams in completely different sociopolitical and 
philosophical contours, was able – from weariness and disappointment, from the impossibility of 
further battle, from the impossibility of escape to “foreign parts,” and mainly perhaps from the 
impossibility of creative work without conforming to the oppressive contemporary conditions – to 
submit and even cleverly insinuate himself into his jailors’ favor. […] [B]ut he never forgot and, 
as a matter of fact, never obscured the fact that a jail is a jail.4 
 

The 1830s are thus pictured as a tragic decade, in the course of which Pushkin was forced to 

succumb (“capitulate”) to a range of external influences. But does this also mean that the 1830s 

were necessarily a fertile time for tragedy? At least two important works from this period, The 

Captain’s Daughter and Angelo, extend the trend begun in The Tales of Belkin by offering 
                                                

4 Roman Jakobson, “The Statue in Pushkin's Poetic Mythology,” Language in Literature (Cambridge, 
MA: The Belknap Press, 1987), 332. 
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comedic endings in place of the expected tragic ones; a new theme, that of mercy, emerges in 

these works, inspired, perhaps, by Pushkin’s persistent hope that his writings might be able to 

persuade Nicholas I to show lenience toward the exiled Decembrists. Other texts, however, 

appear more fatalistic. But even The Queen of Spades and The Bronze Horseman, two texts that 

helped initiate the myth of Petersburg as a tragic city, can be read as works that evoke tragic 

moods, while ultimately projecting untragic visions.5 

Finally, more can be done to help understand where Pushkin’s works from the 1830s fit 

within the broader European context. For example, the unfinished novel Dubrovsky is usually 

read as an attempt to write a novel in the manner of Walter Scott; but I wonder whether the 

repeated emphasis on failed institutions in this text was not also influenced by Benjamin 

Constant’s contemporary essays on tragedy, which urged writers to consider the social order, its 

network of institutions and conventions, as the modern equivalent of the ancient Fates. There is 

also room, I believe, for more theoretical comparative studies, which look less for direct 

connections and influence as for emergent trends and shared visions. What common ground is 

there, for instance, between Pushkin and such playwrights as Musset and Büchner? Does the 

work of these writers represent a shift toward a nascent Realism or a return to the skepticism of 

the previous century (modified by a darker, less “dialectical” vision)? 

At the opening of this dissertation, I alluded to an ongoing debate in Western criticism 

between, on the one hand, George Steiner, who famously claimed that Romanticism spelled “the 

death of tragedy,” and, on the other, scholars who argue that tragedy never “died” but rather 

underwent a redefinition. As the subsequent chapters tried to show, the example of Pushkin 

reveals the limitations of both of these outlooks. In The Gypsies, an exotic Romantic scenario is 

                                                
5 See Svetlana Evdokimova’s fascinating discussion of The Bronze Horseman in Chapter 7 of 

Pushkin’s Historical Imagination.  
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submitted to a Racinian tragic vision, suggesting not so much the death of traditional tragedy as 

its displacement onto other genres. In Boris Godunov, the tragic and romantic impulses of the 

two heroes are set within a non-dialectical ironic framework, frustrating expectations of both 

catharsis and Romantic reconciliation. In the minimalist Little Tragedies, the central conflicts 

stem not from some metaphysical opposition between inner freedom and the forces of necessity 

(as in Romantic tragic drama), or the great individual and blind fate (as in Steiner’s “absolute 

tragedy”), but from the pathological nature of the heroes’ sensibility for the sublime, which 

pushes them ever-further into existential despair. Each text is both a snapshot of an isolated 

moment in Pushkin’s career and part of a wider interest in rethinking the meaning and limits of 

tragedy. To what new visions this interest led Pushkin in the remaining years of his life will be 

the subject of my future research. 
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