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Abstract

Fantastic Empires: Imaginary Travel in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Russia

Stephen A. Bruce

This dissertation examines Russian fantastical travel narratives from 1784 to 1855, an era
of substantial imperial conquest, in which authors of various backgrounds, both Russian and
non-Russian, wrestled with questions of cultural identity and the prospects for Russia’s
development on the global scale, while in a profound but often contentious relationship with the
countries of Western Europe. My chapters cover three different categories of fantastic travel. The
first includes journeys to undiscovered space, including Antarctica and the Moon (in works by
Shcherbatov, Lyovshin, Kiukhelbeker, and Senkovsky), which largely criticize Russian
expansionism. The second is stories of travel to or in the distant future (Vilgelm Kiukhelbeker,
Faddei Bulgarin, and Vladimir Odoevsky), which project a more positive view of Russian
imperial destiny. The third category is metafictional travel, through maps and the written page
(Veltman), which deconstructs the very notion of imperial reality. | argue that writers employed
the genre of fantastic travel literature, as well as specific devices such as dreams and frame
narratives, to critically interrogate and reshape the imperial and national ideologies of their time.
These works anticipate modern science fiction by using a wide range of spatial and temporal
settings to create new worlds that highlight the possibilities or faults of their own societies, for
satirical or didactic purposes—and as such they benefit from the application of recent theories of
science fiction. Given the diverse range of authors and time periods | investigate, my work also
has a taxonomic purpose, delineating the thematic evolution of fantastic travel narratives in

different categories and paving the way for more targeted analyses of these understudied works.
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Note on Transliteration and Translation

In this dissertation, I examine the works of writers who possessed hybrid identities due to
their Polish and German lineage, and | explore the ever-evolving nomenclature of places as
empires crumbled and territorial lines shifted. No single transliteration approach can fully
encapsulate these intricacies. | use the Library of Congress standard when transliterating Russian
words or phrases, as well as in the footnotes and bibliography. However, when transliterating
names, | have opted for more readable modifications, such as using yo instead of &, and -y in lieu
of -ii or -yi. | have transliterated the names of Russian-language authors from Cyrillic, even if
their names are not of Russian origin. Thus, | use Kiukhelbeker instead of the German spelling
Kichelbecker, and Senkovsky and Bulgarin instead of the Polish Sekowski and Butharyn. In the
case of monarchs, | employ the easily recognizable English versions of their names, such as
Catherine, Alexander, and Nicholas. As for place names, my choice reflects the official language
of the governing country at the respective time.

Unless otherwise indicated, translations presented in this dissertation are my own.
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Introduction

I had never laid eyes on foreign soil before. The frontier held an air of mystery for me;
travel had been my dearest dream since childhood. For a long time afterwards, | led a
nomadic life, roaming now in the south, now in the north, but never once breaking free
from the vast expanse of Russia. With high spirits, | rode into the longed-for river, and
my good horse carried me to the Turkish shore. But that shore was already conquered: |
was still in Russia.

—Aleksandr Pushkin, Journey to Arzrum?

Up to this point, my journey has been smooth; we zipped through the Himalayan tunnel
like lightning, but in the Caspian tunnel, we were halted by an unexpected obstacle:
surely you’ve heard of the massive meteor that recently streaked across the southern
hemisphere; this meteorite fell not far from the Caspian tunnel and buried the road. [. . .]
This time human ingenuity withstood the onslaught of the wild forces of nature; a few
steps ahead in the tunnel, a new electric carriage awaited us, brilliantly illuminated by
galvanic lanterns, and in the blink of an eye, the towers of Erzurum flashed by.
—Vladimir Odoevsky, The Year 43382

These epigraphs, taken from nonfictional and fictional Russian travel narratives

published in the 1830s, share a common setting—the border between the Russian and Ottoman

1 HI/IKOF,Ha €IIC HEC BUJAI A tIy)KOI\/’I 3CMIJIH. FpaHI/ma nMea J1Jisd MEHS YTO-TO TAMHCTBEHHOE, C JIETCKUX JIET
IMyTEECCTBUA OBLIH MOEIO TIOOMMOIO MEUTOIO. HOHFO BCJI 1 IOTOM XU3Hb KOYYIOIMYIO, CKATAACh TO IO K0Ty, TO
0 CeBepy, M HUKOTHA CIIe He BEIPHIBAJICS U3 PeeNIoB HeoObATHOM Poccun. S Beceno Bbexam B 3aBETHYIO PEKY,
1 100pHIN KOHb BBIHEC MEHs Ha Typeukuit 6eper. Ho aToT Geper ObL1 yxKe 3aBO€BaH: s BCE €Ille HaXOAUICS B
Poccun.
A. S. Pushkin, “Puteshestvie v Arzrum vo vremia pokhoda 1829 goda,” in Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, ed. D.
D. Blagoi et al. (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1959-62), 5:438.
2 Jlo cux mop moe3ka Mos OblIa GIIAaTOTONIyYHO; MBI ¢ GBICTPOTOR0 MOJIHUM MPOJIETENH CKBO3b | MMa nalickuil
TYHHECJIb, HO B Kacnuiickom TYHHEJIC OBLIIM OCTaHOBJICHBI HCOXHU1aHHBIM l'lpCH)ITCTBl/leM: TbI, BEPHO, CJIbINIAJ 00
OIrpOMHOM a€poOJIMTE, HEJaBHO NPOJICTEBUICM YpPE3 FO’KHOC MOJIYIIAPHE, 3TOT a€pOJIHUT yIiaJl HEBJIAJIEKE OT
Kacnuiickoro TyHHeNs 1 3acbinal JOpory. Mbl 10TKHbBI ObUIH BBIMNTH U3 3JEKTPOX0Ja U C CMUPEHHEM
MpOOUPATHCS MPOCTO MEIIKOM MEXy TpyJaMH METEOPHUYECKOTO JKeJie3a; B 3TO BpeMs Ha Mope Oblia 0yps;
CeZ[Oﬁ Kacnmit PCBCI HAl HAIMMHU I'OJTIOBaAMHU U KaKAYI0 MUHYTY, KaK€TCA, TOTOB ObLI HA HAC PYXHYTbCH,
,IlefICTBPITeJ'IBHO, eCclIu OBl aCpoOJIUT yIiaJI HECKOJIBKMMHU CaXCHAMU aJieC, TO TYHHCIIb OBl HEMPEMCHHO ITpOpBaJICA
H CepauTOoC MOPC OTOMCTHIIO ObI YEJIOBEKY €TI0 ACP3KYyI CMEIOCTh; HO, OJHAKO X, HA 3TOT pa3 4Y€JIOBCYCCKOEC
HCKYCCTBO BBIJACPIKAJI0 HATUCK ,Z[I/IKOP'I TIPUPOJBI; 32 HECKOJIBKO IIaT0B HAC OXKKJaJl B TYHHEJIC HOBEIU
QJICKTPOXO0Jd, BEIMKOJCITHO OCBCH.IGHHHﬁ raJibBa HU4YCCKUMHU (I)OHapﬂMI/I, U B OJHO MTHOBCHHUEC OKa Ep3epyMcme
OalHu MNPOMCIIBKHYJIN MUMO Hac.
V. F. Odoevskii, “4338-i God,” in Povesti i rasskazy, ed. E. lu. Khin (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1959), 419. Parenthetical page numbers will refer to this edition.



Empires south of the Caucasus, between the Black and Caspian Seas. Both passages convey the
thrill of venturing into unfamiliar and untamed lands, from the perspective of the Russian center.
Pushkin’s nonfictional account depicts his attempt to briefly escape into Ottoman territory, only
to be thwarted in tragicomic fashion as the imperial borders shift around him. In contrast,
Odoevsky’s fictional narrative follows a Chinese student’s journey to Russia in the forty-fourth
century, with awe-inspiring descriptions of future Russian technology. Both texts reimagine
imperial space and time: while Pushkin observes the effect of real-time border changes on his
own life, Odoevsky envisions a fully reconfigured imperial future in which Russia reigns as a
superpower, exerting its cultural dominance over the second world power, China. Both authors
reconstruct literary versions of the Russian Empire in innovative, insightful ways, but whereas
Pushkin’s contributions to Russian literature have long been intensively studied, Odoevsky and
many of the other authors | analyze in this dissertation have been sidelined. While extensive
research has examined nonfictional Russian travel writing during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, scant attention has been given to the analysis of fantastic travel fiction and its complex
relations with the dominant cultural discourses of its time. Despite this dearth of research,
comparative analytical models to help us understand these works can be found in studies of
Western European fantastic travel literature of the same period as well as theoretical studies of
fantasy and science fiction.

Pushkin’s desire to escape the bounds of Russia, mentioned in the first epigraph, may
bring to mind the notion of escapism in literature. The genres of science fiction and fantasy in the
middle of the twentieth century, and sometimes still today, have been accused of being escapist
to their detriment. As reported by C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien responded to that charge by

asking: “What class of men would you expect to be most preoccupied with, and most hostile to,



the idea of escape?” and answering “jailers.”® Lewis agreed, arguing that science fiction can
provide a beneficial form of escape from contemporary political disputes—he gives the metaphor
of a ship steward coming out on deck to breathe the night air and appreciate the vastness of the
ocean and the smallness of mankind’s everyday worries. The jailers here are not just literary
opponents of non-realism, but active agents trying to suppress the higher spiritual inclinations of
humanity. Lewis and Tolkien set one model of how serious topics could be conveyed through
fantastic genres. Since the time of Lewis and Tolkien, a wealth of artistic, provocative works of
science fiction and fantasy have proved the literary legitimacy of these genres to most critics, but
escape continues to be a powerful metaphor for writers and readers alike.

In the context of Russian history, escape perhaps brings to mind the image of the defector
braving personal hardship and danger to escape the oppression of the Soviet Union.
Correspondingly, scholars of Russian literature have long been interested in the prominence of
science fiction in the late Soviet Union, and some have linked it to ways in which authors have
escaped the restrictions of censorship and readers have escaped to less confining, imaginary
worlds. But the desire for escape has a long history. In the Russian Empire (1721-1917), writers
and readers could have many reasons for wanting to escape, at least in the imagination, by
writing and reading fantastic fiction. For some, the motivation was also censorship and restricted
freedom of movement and expression; for others it may have been the tedium of societal
conventions; still others may simply have wished to imagine spaces out of the realm of their

experience, and pasts and futures outside of their own lifetime.

3 C. S. Lewis, “On Science Fiction,” in Of Other Worlds: Essays and Stories (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1975), 67.



Escapism is a twentieth-century word, first used in English in the 1930s in sociological
contexts. In Russian, the equivalent eskapizm entered the language in the 1950s and 60s, for
example in a political article about Zionism, and later in Ivan Efremov’s philosophical science
fiction novel Razor’s Edge (Lezvie britvy, 1963).* Although the concept of art as escape was not
unknown in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, more common was the belief that reading
had a direct impact on moral development, and there are instances of Russian intellectuals
attempting to reshape their reality based on their early reading experiences. For example, the
Muravyov brothers, future Decembrist revolutionaries, were already as children considering
alternatives to their existing society on the model of Robinson Crusoe, as Yury Lotman explains:

[They] dreamt of going to Sakhalin, which seemed to them an uninhabited island

(Robinson’s world!), and founding an ideal republic named Choka there. The brothers

would recreate all of human history on the island, without masters, slaves, or money; they

would live for the sake of equality, brotherhood, and freedom.®
Like the Muravyovs, some of the writers | discuss in this dissertation attempted to turn fictional
fantasies into political realities through radical action. Most notably, Pushkin’s friend Vilgelm
Kiukhelbeker took part in the same Decembrist revolt, for which he was imprisoned and exiled.
Other authors found greater success in their careers through accommodation with the regime, and
restrictions, whether external or self-imposed, on the content of their works.

These writers were also limited in their own ability to leave the Russian Empire. Travel

restrictions were especially strict during the reign of Nicholas I (1825-55), in response to what

the tsar saw as the pernicious influence of liberal Western European ideas, especially on young

4 These are the earliest recorded uses in the National Corpus of the Russian Language. “Eskapizm,” Natsional'nyi
korpus russkogo iazyka, accessed August 31,2023, https://ruscorpora.ru/s/epQ9Q.

5 lu. M. Lotman, Iz istorii russkoi kul'tury, vol. 4 (Moscow: Shkola “lazyKki russkoi kul'tury,” 2022), 230.


https://ruscorpora.ru/s/epQ9Q

students.® As hinted at in the first epigraph to this introduction, more individual travel limits,
under both Nicholas I and his predecessor Alexander I, meant that Pushkin, despite being deeply
immersed in Western European culture, never left the confines of his country. Imaginary escape
was more effective, or at least more easily accessible, and Russian literature from the late
eighteenth century to the mid nineteenth century abounded in works of fantastic travel that
allowed an escape from societal restrictions through the domestic act of reading. Nevertheless,
this escape was not absolute. Writers brought the concerns and ideas of their times into their
work. Some intentionally constructed utopias and dystopias to argue political points; others
turned to satire, criticizing, confirming, or reshaping the dominant ideologies of their own
society; some reveal aspects of their worldview by what they exclude from their fantastic worlds.
In this dissertation, | explore the genre of fantastic travel narratives originating from the
Russian Empire between 1784 and 1855, a period marked by significant geopolitical shifts. This
era is bookended by two pivotal events that dramatically altered Russia’s position within the
European sphere: the annexation of Crimea in 1783 and the Crimean War from 1853 to 1856.
Throughout the reigns of Catherine I, Paul I, Alexander I, and Nicholas I1, the Russian Empire
expanded its reach, subjugating a multitude of ethnically diverse territories, including parts of
Poland, Ukraine, Crimea, the Caucasus, Alaska, and beyond. As the empire grew, writers
grappled with the challenge of constructing their cultural identities and defining Russia’s place
within the context of the European sphere and in comparison to other burgeoning empires of the
time. With a focus on the fantastic genre, in this study | examine how these narratives provided

authors with a platform to engage in discourse surrounding cultural identity and imperial destiny.

6 W. Bruce Lincoln, Nicholas I, Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1978), 91.



By doing so, I aim to uncover the intricate and often contradictory visions of the Russian Empire
that were imagined and articulated through these innovative and sometimes eccentric tales.

The works | examine in this study offer provocative perspectives on empire and
nationality that diverge from the more familiar works of canonical writers such as Karamzin,
Pushkin, Lermontov, and Gogol. The lesser-known works | analyze here intertwine realistic
travel narratives with fantastic or science fictional elements to reveal unique perspectives on
imperial ideologies. They encompass three categories of travel—through space, time, and the
written page—and while not all explicitly conform to the criteria of modern science fiction, they
exhibit innovative modes of thinking that present surprising answers to contemporary imperial
questions.

I claim that, rather than merely reflecting Russian imperial ambitions and national
identity, Russian fantastic travel literature actively interrogated and reimagined these concepts by
creating worlds which were free from the constraints of their own society but tied in intricate
ways to state and societal discourses about empire and national identity. In the fantastic worlds
they created, the Russian Empire was repeatedly transposed, inverted, deconstructed, and
reconstructed. In doing so, the authors I study brought to light the imaginative and imaginary
nature of Russian imperial reality as a whole. Their texts served to undermine, without fully
demolishing, the ideological foundations of the society they lived in, in ways that have not yet
been fully appreciated by the scholarship on the intellectual history of the period.

As a study of a genre within Russian literature, this dissertation also falls within a distinct
genre. Despite the general thesis mentioned above, the diversity of the works | study—written
over more than four decades by seven authors of different backgrounds—precludes the more

conclusive type of analysis that would be more typical in a literary studies dissertation. Instead, |



provide a guidebook to the early development of a genre in Russia and trace the historical
significance of specific themes within the categories | have determined. This dissertation thus
lays the foundation for future analytical work on specific questions that I raise, such as the
connection between authors’ real state service records and their adherence or rejection of state
ideologies in their works.

One obstacle to definitive analysis is the multitude of fantastic devices employed in these
texts, such as dreams and nested frame stories—narrated by characters who are ethnically
different from the authors—which complicate attempts to nail down the works’ political or social
messages. Nevertheless, we can discern commonalities in the imperial substance of these texts
that differ depending on the categories of fantastic travel, which | have defined in my three
chapters. Authors used the category of spatial fantasy to argue for isolationism and critique the
excesses of Russian expansionism. In contrast, authors of temporal fantasies imagined the
Russian Empire in the future as exerting a positive effect on the world. Finally, metafictional
fantasy allowed one author—Alexander Veltman—to focus on how empires are constructed
through language, maps, and historical artifacts.

These works were not seen as part of a unified genre in the past, and | do not claim that
my list of works is comprehensive, or that comparisons could not be made to other works of the
period. Although I use the terms science fiction and fantasy, | analyze works that depart in
notable ways from the usual expectations for those genres, as does, for example, Kiukhelbeker’s
European Letters, which is set in the future but features no futuristic technology. Another
bending of the rules is in my third chapter, on metafiction, a genre that is not normally linked to
science fiction but which forms a productive third element in the series of travel through space,

travel through time, and travel through the written page. Nevertheless, these works do share a



relatively rationalistic and humanistic worldview, as well as the key device of travel as a way to
explore the world, categorize its inhabitants, and construct some form of knowledge. In the
present study, therefore, | exclude works of fantasy that draw more on folklore, Gothic horror,
and the supernatural, such as Gogol’s collection of short stories Evenings on a Farm Near
Dikanka (Vechera na khutore bliz Dikan'ki, 1829-32) or Veltman’s historical fantasy Koshchei

the Deathless (Koshchei bessmertnyi, 1833).

0.1 European Literary Context

Though highly innovative, the authors discussed here were responding to an existing
European tradition of fantastical travel literature. The titles of the works of fantastic fiction offer
insights into the workings of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literary marketplace. For
instance, Odoevsky’s The Year 3448 and Bulgarin’s Plausible Fables, or Wandering around the
World in the Twenty-Ninth Century, employ future years or centuries, aligning them an
eighteenth-century genre that recent scholars have termed “future fiction.”” To this day, this
device remains a useful way to immediately evoke futurity in twentieth-century science fiction;
for example, in George Orwell’s 1984 and Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001: A Space Odyssey. But by
attaching specific events to specific years or centuries, these titles also establish a temporal
framework that resonates with the genre of historical fiction. Furthermore, different temporal
terminology can imply other genres. Consider Odoevsky's brief piece, Two Days in the Life of
the Globe, whose title initially suggests a journalistic or documentary-style work. However, it
turns out to be a concise anecdote centered around a social gathering; the word days referring to

two impromptu pieces about the end of the world penned by participants in a parlor game.

"1.F. Clarke, ed., British Future Fiction, 8 vols. (London: Routledge, 2016).



Many of the authors inscribed their works into two of the broadest genres of eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century fiction: the travelogue and the epistolary novel. Travel is implied by
various words in the titles: Journey (Shcherbatov, Lyovshin, Senkovsky), Wandering (Bulgarin),
and Wanderer (Veltman). The travelogue was often epistolary in form, as in Nikolai Karamzin’s
influential Letters of a Russian Traveler (Pis‘ma russkogo puteshestvennika, of which the first
complete edition was published from 1797 to 1801). The subtitle of Odoevsky’s The Year 4338
is Petersburg Letters, which is somewhat misleading, as the letter-writer, a Chinese student,
sends his first letter from Constantinople as he is on his way to St. Petersburg. Kiukhelbeker’s
European Letters contains no such contradiction: the writer is an American traveling through
Europe. By using “letters” in their titles, the authors seem to be defaulting to a popular genre, but
they make little use of the dialogical possibilities of the epistolary format, and for Kiukhelbeker,
the laconic use of European Letters as his only title belies the more interesting future-fictional
aspects of his work.

The travelogue emerged as a popular and versatile genre because it provided a structure
that allowed authors to present a variety of content without necessarily needing to link the parts
into a unified narrative. As Andreas Schonle has argued, the travelogue allowed Russian writers
to develop stronger authorial personas and experiment with the boundaries between fiction and
non-fiction. By the nineteenth century, travel writers already had long tradition of literary
travelogues to which they could refer ironically and intertextually, each text vying to be more
authentic than its predecessors.® Thus, realistic travel stories (such as Lermontov’s Hero of Our

Time) and non-fictional travelogues (such as Pushkin’s Journey to Arzrum) provide a valuable

8 Andreas Schonle, Authenticity and Fiction in the Russian Literary Journey, 1790-1840 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2000).



point of comparison to their fantastic counterparts. Fantastic travelogues, despite their outlandish
elements, feature the same episodic (or picaresque) structure, didactic bent, emphasis on the
narrator’s subjectivity, and use of allegory.®

The tradition of travel writing has long allowed for an unusual combination of dry
realistic details with improbable, marvelous, and experimental elements. This is true of the
examples of travel writing (khozhdeniia) that survive from medieval Rus’ and Muscovy,
including pilgrimages and merchants’ accounts. The earliest known travel account written in Old
East Slavic (the ancestor language of Belarusian, Russian, and Ukrainian) is the twelfth-century
Journey of Abbot Daniil (Khozhdenie igumena Daniila), an account of a pilgrimage to the Holy
Land, with descriptions of miracles such as the Holy Fire at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.
The fifteenth-century merchant Afanasy Nikitin’s Journey beyond Three Seas (Khozhdenie za tri
moria), includes not only the extraordinary, though believable, details of his trip to India, but
also the abrupt intrusion of Muslim prayers, left untranslated from Arabic. Scholars have
variously seen in this journey either an “anti-pilgrimage” away from Christendom or the account
of a pragmatic merchant who partially accepted Islam.1 In the more fictional genres of popular
literature, such as fairy tales and chivalric romances, we can also find examples of extraordinary

journeys, sometimes made by magic means, such as the flying carpet.1? Afanasy Nikitin’s

% Reuel K. Wilson, The Literary Travelogue: A Comparative Study with Special Relevance to Russian Literature
from Fonvizin to Pushkin (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973), x—xi.

10 See the summary of previous scholarship in Mary Jane Maxwell, “Afanasii Nikitin: An Orthodox Russian’s
Spiritual Voyage in the Dar al-Islam, 1468-1475,” Journal of World History 17, no. 3 (2006): 243-66.

1 jterally “self-flying carpet” in Russian (kovér-samolgt), found in six of the folktales collected by Afanas’ev. A.
N. Afanas’ev, Narodnye russkie skazi A. N. Afanas'eva, 2nd ed., (Moscow: Akademicheskii proekt, 2018), 3:510.
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Journey and other early travel accounts reveal the formation of a Russian national identity in the
context of an ever-expanding global environment.

By the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the travel genre was wildly popular
across Europe. Nikolai Karamzin recorded that the royal library in Paris in 1790 contained seven
thousand travel books, compared with six thousand novels.*? The explosion of accounts of real
travelers was accompanied by the use of the genre for literary experimentation and social
criticism. Certain Western works of travel fiction, which explore issues of national identity and
imperial conquest, served as key models for Russian writers of fantastic travelogues. Daniel
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) was read and imitated throughout Europe, and first translated
into Russian in 1762-64.12 Improbable, though not fantastic, Robinson Crusoe presented a highly
influential model of colonization, imperialism, social relations, and British national character, all
tied up in an engaging story. Travelogues could also be more realistic, blurring the boundaries
between fiction and non-fiction. This was the case of Karamzin’s Letters of a Russian Traveler,
the semi-fictional account of the narrator’s journey through Western Europe, overlaid with
discussions of politics and the sentimental reflections.

In addition to non-fictional and realistic fictional travelogues, the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries witnessed the popularity of fantastic voyages, a genre with roots dating back
to Homer’s Odyssey. Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) was a landmark in innovative
spatial travel, combining realistic and fantastic elements to support Swift’s over-arching

argument about the inhumanity of mankind. Mercier’s novel The Year 2440 (L 'An 2440, 1771)

12 N, M. Karamzin, Pis'ma russkogo puteshestvennika (Leningrad: Nauka, 1984), 270.

13 1akov Trusov, trans., Zhizn' i prikliucheniia Robinzona Kruza prirodnago aglichanina, 2 vols. (St. Petersburg: pri
Imperatorskoi akademii nauk, 1762-64).
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served as an influential model for fiction set in the distant future, sometimes—as in Mercier’s
work—accessed through the medium of time travel. These works, driven by political and
philosophical motivations, drew on the tradition of utopian writing, tracing back to Plato’s
Republic and developed further by Thomas More in Utopia. However, in the late eighteenth
century, authors sought to go beyond static utopias, infusing fictional elements and narrative
framing to ground their utopias in the real world with real people. Their accounts responded to
an increasingly globalized world and mirrored the ethnographic writings of actual explorers.
Addressing political issues within their works, these authors sought to situate their utopias within
a tangible realm of global empires that were competing for military, commercial, and moral
supremacy. At the same time, some of these authors utilized fantastic settings like the Moon or
the future to explore imaginative scenarios involving new technology and even climate change.

A final strain of highly self-referential or metafictional journeys was made famous by
Laurence Sterne, in his Tristram Shandy (1759-67), mostly translated into Russian by 1807, and
A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy (1768), translated in 1793.14 These provided
not only a model of sentimentalist travel descriptions, but also a certain kind of “fantasy,”
consisting not in miraculous events but in metafictional play and digressions. A different
experiment in the same vein was Xavier de Maistre’s Journey around my Room (1794), in which
the author makes use of his restricted circumstances (house arrest) to play with the reader’s

imagination.

14 Bol'shaia rossiiskaia entsiklopediia, s.v. “Stern,” https://bigenc.ru/literature/text/3541290. See also Neil Stewart,
“From Imperial Court to Peasant’s Cot: Sterne in Russia,” in The Reception of Laurence Sterne in Europe, ed. Peter
Voogd and John Neubauer (London: Continuum, 2004), 127-153.
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0.2 Science Fiction and Fantasy

Modern science fiction depends on its readers’ awareness of the convention. It is not
unique in this respect. Every genre assumes that the reader has a certain body of knowledge and
belongs to a specific community; in other words, each genre “constructs a world” in which the
language it uses and the events and characters it presents follow a kind of logic.1®> However,
science fiction demonstrates this more intensely than other genres. The reader enters a science
fictional world with certain assumptions about what is possible in that world, ranging from
extensions of existing technology, such as space travel or robots, to inventions that contemporary
science views as impossible, such as time travel, which nonetheless are accepted because of the
existing body of texts in which they are featured. These expectations lie at the root of Samuel
Delany’s definition of science fiction as characterized by a “vast play of codic conventions”
which instruct the reader how to interpret texts. He gives two example sentences— “Her world
exploded” and “He turned on his left side”—which take on different meanings depending on
whether they are encountered in a work of science fiction or realist literature. On the basis of that
definition, he dates the beginning of science fiction to the early twentieth century, arguing that
earlier authors had no understanding of the codes of the modern genre.'®

This is a useful way to think about modern science fiction—note, for example, that some
originally science fictional concepts, such as robot and warp speed, have become so
conventionalized as to enter everyday discourse. But | find Delany’s historical bound too

limiting. Instead, | side with Adam Roberts, who argues that the genre has its roots in the ancient

15 John Frow, Genre, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2015), 7.

16 Samuel R. Delany, Silent Interviews: On Language, Race, Sex, Science Fiction, and Some Comics: A Collection
of Written Interviews (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1994), 27.
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Greek and Roman novel—specifically the fantastic voyage narrative—and was revived in the
early modern period in the context of the Protestant Reformation and the Copernican
Revolution.1” Roberts’s specific thesis—that science fiction represented a Protestant way of
thinking and fantasy a Catholic one—is certainly debatable, as well as difficult to apply to the
Russian context, which was predominantly Orthodox but which was also influenced by spiritual
norms borrowed from various Western European countries. Nevertheless, his historical
framework supports my conviction that certain late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
fantastic stories can be considered science fiction in the broad sense, and that identifying their
commonalties with the modern genre is a productive enterprise. As John Rieder argues, it is
more useful to think of the genre as a web of “family resemblances™ that changes over time.18
The works | examine in this dissertation sometimes display the seeds of future science fiction
conventions, and at any rate, they represent attempts to envisage the future of humanity, the
possibilities of new technology, and ways of reorganizing society that lie at the heart of modern
science fiction.

One of the preeminent science fiction theorists is Darko Suvin, who defined the essence
of science fiction as the presence in the text of a novum: a new fictional machine or concept
which causes the reader to experience “cognitive estrangement”—the vision of a strange new
world that will cause readers to reexamine their own.'® This definition is especially useful with

regard to works which can be classified as utopian or dystopian. The works | analyze do feature

17 Adam Roberts, The History of Science Fiction (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016).

18 John Rieder, Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press,
2008), 16.

19 Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1979), 63.
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nova, though in contrast with much modern science fiction, the works rarely depend on
innovative or futuristic technology. Some of them in fact feature little modern technology; others
indulge in a great deal of technological imagining, but new inventions usually appear as
entertaining decoration rather than drivers of plot.
| use the fantasy and fantastic in a fairly broad sense, encompassing stories that include
highly improbable, extravagant, or supernatural elements. In calling my texts fantastic, | have to
confront Tzvetan Todorov’s definition of the fantastic as fulfilling three conditions:
First, the text must oblige the reader to consider the world of the characters as a world of
living persons and to hesitate between a natural and supernatural explanation of the
events described. Second, this hesitation may also be experienced by a character; thus,
the reader’s role is so to speak entrusted to a character, and at the same time the hesitation
is represented, it becomes one of the themes of the work—in the case of naive reading,
the actual reader identifies himself with the character. Third, the reader must adopt a
certain attitude with regard to the text: he will reject allegorical as well as “poetic”
interpretations.2°
Todorov places the fantastic between the marvelous, in which strange events are given
supernatural explanations, and the uncanny, in which these events could have rational
explanations. Rosemary Jackson, drawing on Todorov, instead prefers to see the fantastic more
broadly as a mode located between the marvelous and the mimetic.2* Both the marvelous and the
mimetic are confident in the “truth” of the reality they represent; the fantastic, however, centers
on the doubt and hesitation of the narrator and the reader. Some of my chosen works fit

Todorov’s definition of the fantastic, by inducing hesitation and doubt on the part of the

narrators, characters, and readers, often through the devices of dreams, visions, and other

20 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1975), 33.

21 Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion (London: Routledge, 2003), 32.
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obfuscations. Others contain more “marvelous” descriptions, that seem to follow some internal
logic. Many of the works, which are often experimental and unfinished, mix several modes, by
combining rational and supernatural explanations for events, as well as leaving other occurrences
unexplained.

Other scholars have defined fantasy by the relation between world, characters, and reader
created by the author. Farah Mendelssohn uses this approach to identify four categories of
fantasy, while at the same time acknowledging works that subvert her categorization.?? In a
portal or quest fantasy, the narrator or main character leaves a familiar world to enter a wondrous
new one, and is often shown around by a local guide. In an immersive fantasy, the characters are
already present in the fantastic world. In an intrusive fantasy, the supernatural enters the familiar
world. Finally, in a liminal fantasy, similar to Todorov’s fantastic, the characters and readers are
never sure if the supernatural elements are real. The majority of the works examined here—in
particular the utopias—fall into the portal fantasy category: the characters travel by various
means to the future, the Moon, or the center of the Earth. Some works display features of the
other categories. For example, Kiukhelbeker’s narrator in European Letters is a resident of the
future, and we are immersed in his world without any prelude. Veltman’s novel The Wanderer,
on the other hand, is often liminal: the mode of travel switches abruptly between the real and the
fantastical, leaving the reader and sometimes the narrator himself in a confused state.

A final theoretical point to consider is the notion of “Aesopian language,” containing a
superficial meaning for the eyes of the censor as well as a hidden meaning to be deciphered by

the intelligent reader. This concept has long been applied to Russian literature of both the tsarist

22 Farah Mendlesohn, Rhetorics of Fantasy (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2008).
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and Soviet periods, and is especially frequent in discussions of science fiction. The works under
discussion in this dissertation do indeed express various forms of social criticism, obscured by
creating parallels of the perceived defects in newly discovered lands or future times. Some of
these works, such as Shcherbatov’s Journey to the Land of Ophir, remained unpublished perhaps
because they were overly unfavorable to the status quo. But the Aesopian language argument
only partly explains why these authors chose to compose long-form narratives of strange new
worlds, which feature not only hidden criticism of present society but also pride in Russian and

European achievements and a wide range of alternative political and social possibilities.

0.3 Dreaming and knowledge

Among the most intriguing aspects of Russian fantastic travel literature is the frequent
use of dreams and other framing narrative devices. As mentioned above, one function of dreams
corresponds to Todorov’s concept of the “fantastic: they inject doubt into the narrative about the
reality of the events described. This function is fulfilled especially when a dream figures not as
an explicit plot element but as one potential interpretation for the extraordinary events within the
story. Such is the case of Lyovshin’s and Kiukhelbeker’s lunar voyages (in chapter 1), for
example, in which the narrators’ wakefulness is implicitly thrown into doubt. Some of these
narratives draw on another concept of dreaming—their supposed ability to reveal hidden,
otherwise inaccessible truths or prophecies. This is true of Odoevsky’s The Year 4338 (chapter
2), which depends on a somnambulist’s access to the future through the medium of sleep. Other
works, anticipating Dostoevsky and Freud, feature dreams that reveal subconscious anxieties,
such as in a Gothic nightmare contained within Veltman’s novel The Wanderer (chapter 3).

But dreams also have a broader purpose, by tapping into fundamental philosophical

questions about the nature of reality. In this respect, Descartes’s theorizing on the nature of
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dreams forms a fundamental point of departure. In his Meditations on First Philosophy
(Meditationes de Prima Philosophia, 1641), the French philosopher postulated the impossibility
of clearly distinguishing dreaming and waking experiences. In a famous passage, he noted how
there are experiences that seem so incontrovertibly real that one must be awake—he was “now
here, sitting by the fire, wrapped in a warm winter gown, handling this paper’—but that these
same experiences would seem just as real within the context of a dream.23 Building on this
existential doubt present in one strain of Enlightenment philosophy, the authors examined in this
dissertation frequently incorporate dreams and similar nested narrative elements that encourage
readers to question not only the reality of the plot—which was always ultimately fictional—but
also the very concept of an “imperial reality.” These works thus compose a meta-commentary
that casts empire in an imaginary and imaginative light, destabilizing the assumed solidity of

imperial discourse and suggesting that empire itself is as fluid and uncertain as a dream.

0.4 Utopia

These eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fantastic travel stories were also strongly
influenced by the tradition of utopian fiction. Etymologically, utopia translates to a “not place”
(Greek outopia), yet Thomas More, when coining the term, already recognized the wordplay
potential of the similar-sounding “good place” (Greek eutopia).?* As the early modern utopian

tradition unfolded, it assembled additional common features, such as a predilection for static

23 René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy: With Selections from the Objections and Replies, trans. Michael
Moriarty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 13-14.

24 «Utopia priscis dicta, ob infrequentiam, / Nunc civitatis aemula Platonicae [. . .] Eutopia merito sum vocanda
nomine” (By the ancients | was Utopia, because of my isolated condition; now as animitator of the Platonic state [. .
.J 'am rightly called by the name of Eutopia). Thomas More, De Optimo Reip. Statu, deque Nova Insula Utopia
(Basel: apud loannem Frobenium, 1518), 11.
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description over narrative: typically, an outsider discovers a perfect world and is given a tour and
explanations by a local guide, which allows the narrator to detail the world’s social organization
and its differences from his own imperfect world. But even the early utopias feature rudimentary
plots, especially surrounding the narrator or protagonist’s journey to and from the “not place.” In
the works covered in this dissertation, these narrative elements—often deemed the mere
trappings of the utopia—serve as revelatory and less didactic windows into the author's stance on
pressing issues of the time, such as empire-building, colonial exploitation, and commercialism.
Of particular relevance to my project is the analysis of Nina Chordas, who argues that
early modern utopia is “a conglomeration of genres, or forms,” such as travel writing,
ethnography, dialogue, pastoral, and the sermon, all intricately linked to “nascent imperialism.”2°
A comprehensive study by Léonid Heller and Michel Niqueux of Russian utopian fiction
examines its history and social dimensions, categorizing it into distinct periods and subgenres.
The eighteenth century, for example, saw the development of the “caricatured utopia,” the
“counter-utopia,” and the “Masonic utopia.”?® | continue the same kind of categorization in this
dissertation, although I also examine ways in which authors combined utopian elements with

more conventional literary plots.

0.4 Empire, Nation, and Ideology

The authors of the fantastic travel stories that I investigate here lived in a world of

competing, large, multiethnic, monarchic empires. While the Russian Empire was conquering

25 Nina Chordas, Forms in Early Modern Utopia: The Ethnography of Perfection (Farnham, Surrey, England:
Routledge, 2010), 6.

26 |_éonid Heller and Michel Niqueux, Histoire de / 'utopie en Russie (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1995).
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and assimilating new territories and ethnic groups, these writers participated in the imperial
project not only through literary commentary but also through active participation in the form of
civil and military service. At the same time, their reading of journalism and history—and in
some cases their own travels—made them aware of neighboring empires of Europe and Asia, as
well as colonizing projects around the globe. Within this imperial context, these writers adhered
to specific notions of Russianness. The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries saw a
growth of so-called “romantic nationalism,” according to which each nation had its own
primordial traditions, political community, and special character. Scholars in recent decades have
highlighted some specific ways in which Russian nationalism distinguished itself from that of
other European countries. Olga Maiorova argues that Russian nationalist discourse in the late
nineteenth century was dominated by a “peculiar blend of national sentiment and imperial
pride”; this imperialist nationalism (or nationalist imperialism) features prominently in several of
the early nineteenth century works I analyze.2” In A Nation Astray: Nomadism and National
Identity in Russian Literature, Ingrid Kleespies suggests that the image of the nomad, wandering
at the margins of Europe, was central to the Russian intelligentsia’s self-perception.?® Indeed,
themes of rootlessness and wandering are omnipresent in the stories | examine, but they acquire
altered meaning when paired with fantastic devices or settings. The narrator of Kiukhelbeker’s
European Letters, for example, records his introspective impressions of European civilization

just like so many Russian wanderers before him, but in this case the narrator is American, and

27 Olga Maiorova, From the Shadow of Empire: Defining the Russian Nation through Cultural Mythology, 1855—
1870 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2010), 5.

28 Kleespies, Ingrid. A Nation Astray: Nomadism and National Identity in Russian Literature. DeKalb: Northern
Illinois University Press, 2012.

20



the now-ruined Europe has lost whatever Enlightenment it claimed to possess. Although the
tension between empire and nation often led to conflict, it also created an impetus for literary
creation, as writers attempted to define their own relation (and that of their characters) to a
complex web of identities.

The Russian imperial mentality encompassed varying attitudes towards different regions
of the Russian Empire, shaped by factors such as ethnic composition, climate, resources, and the
timing and method of conquest or assimilation. At the same time, perceptions of regions and
ethnic groups coalesced in the Russian literary imagination. Realistic and fantastic travel works
made use of the empire’s diversity, but interestingly this genre difference corresponded to a
different geographic emphasis. For example, the Caucasus, despite being the site of a prolonged
19th-century war and a rich source of inspiration for realist writers like Pushkin and Lermontov,
was not a popular setting for fantastic travel. Instead, writers drew inspiration from other regions,
such as the colder expanses of Siberia and the Arctic, which inspired both Bulgarin and
Senkovsky, just as the Antarctic inspired Shcherbatov. In contrast to the Caucasus, which was
embroiled in a lengthy and brutal war of conquest, Siberia and the Arctic offered tempting
“blank slates” for these authors to set their fantastic worlds, just as Shcherbatov chose the
Antarctic Ocean as a setting for his utopian land of Ophir. But these places were not devoid of
human history, and the authors exploited the presence of real ethnic groups living there, such as
the Tungus and the Yakuts, to reimagine colonial encounters in extraordinary settings. A final
destination for some fantastic travels was Western Europe, a space that allowed writers to
present their own perspective in the continual debate on Russia’s linguistic and cultural

dependence on Western Europe. For example, Senkovsky’s Brambeus embarks on a journey to
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Italy and subsequently discovers an underground kingdom, while Kiukhelbeker's narrator
traverses through the ruined future countries of Spain and Italy.

By exploring and reimagining these zones of their empire, these authors entered into a
complex relationship with imperial ideologies. The concept of empire has dominated Russian
historiography since the 1990s, with the so-called “imperial turn.”2° The first wave of this
influence in Russian literary studies consisted of studies of works of poetry and fiction that
revealed Russian writers’ relations to specific regions of their empire. Susan Layton, drawing on
Said’s Orientalism, has explored how Pushkin, Bestuzhev-Marlinsky, Lermontov, and Tolstoy
constructed literary versions of the Caucasus as Russia’s own Orient, supplying readers with
“unverifiable affective meanings about their relation to untamed Asia.”2° Crimea, ruled by the
Crimean Khanate until it was annexed by Russia in 1783, was another Oriental zone,
complicated by its image as both Edenic paradise and a land with ancient Greek heritage—
important for rulers such as Catherine 11 who wanted to establish their connections to the source
of European civilization.3! Kerstin Jobst has analyzed how writers developed the motifs of
“beautiful Crimea,” “ancient Crimea,” and “Crimea as metaphorical Orient” to justify

colonization.32

29 On the imperial turn in Russian studies, see Michael David-Fox, Peter Holquist, and Alexander M. Martin, “The
Imperial Turn,” Kritika 7, no. 4 (2006): 705-12.

30 Susan Layton, Russian Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 12.

31 See Andrei Zorin, By Fables Alone; and Kerstin S. Jobst, Die Perle des Imperiums: Der russische Krim-Diskurs
im Zarenreich (Konstanz: UVK Verlagsgesellschaft, 2007).

32 Kerstin Jobst, Die Perle des Imperiums: Der russische Krim-Diskurs im Zarenreich (Konstanz: UVK
Verlagsgesellschaft, 2007).
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Other scholars, rather than focusing on specific regions, have probed the relationship
between periphery and center. Katya Hokanson has taken the entire fringe of the Russian Empire
in her study Writing at Russia’s Border, in which she argues that the periphery was essential for
the construction even of works such as Eugene Onegin that are mostly set in central Russia.®?
Alexander Etkind has analyzed internal colonization as a metaphor and mechanism by which the
Russian Empire colonized ethnic Russians at the same time as it conquered other territories.3
This dissertation is especially indebted to another line of scholarship that focuses on specific
genres or literary modes within the imperial context. Harsha Ram’s The Imperial Sublime (2003)
argues that imperial ideology was implicated in the development of Russian poetry from the
1730s to 1840.%° Valeria Sobol’s Haunted Empire: Gothic and the Russian Imperial Uncanny
(2020) explores how the ambiguities of imperial expansion into the north and south led to the
proliferation of Gothic horror stories.3¢

Although Russian-language writers were heavily influenced by their Western European
counterparts, their own empire was distinguished in significant ways from the British or French
Empires, where travel fiction often revolved around perilous ocean voyages preceding
encounters with indigenous peoples in far-flung colonies. The Russian Empire, by contrast, was
predominantly a land empire, with a few northern islands and short-lived colonies in Alaska and

California. Although the steppe was occasionally likened to a terrestrial sea, the Russian

33 Katya Hokanson, Writing at Russia § Border (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008).
34 Aleksandr Etkind, Internal Colonization: Russia’s Imperial Experience (Malden, MA: Polity, 2011).

35 Harsha Ram, The Imperial Sublime: A Russian Poetics of Empire (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press,
2003).

36 Valeria Sobol, Haunted Empire: Gothic and the Russian Imperial Uncanny (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
2020).
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experience of empire clearly stood apart from the British or French narratives. Consequently,
much Russian travel fiction explored other themes, such as the experiences of travel due to
military service or obligations, the logistics of post horses and inns, or the dangers of travel
through potentially hostile mountainous regions. However, the aspirations of writers and the
curiosity of readers within the Russian Empire were not limited to exploring this land empire
alone. Authors such as Shcherbatov, Lyovshin, Kiukhelbeker, and Senkovsky described fantastic
voyages to truly imaginary and uncharted territories: Antarctica before it was discovered, the
Moon, and the center of the Earth. But while untethered from the real spaces of the Russian
Empire, these works still are intricately connected to the discourses and ideologies of the society
in which they were created.

Ideology has a complicated history, especially in Russia, where its pejorative Marxist
definition—as an element of social control by the ruling—acquired a neutral meaning in the
Soviet context—as a system of ideas or worldview—before becoming negative again in the post-
Soviet context.3” For the purposes of this dissertation, | see ideology as a powerful system of
beliefs that are held both consciously and unconsciously and are partially determined by the
social status, place of origin, and generation of the individual. Within this framework, it is
essential to distinguish between different facets of ideology, such as state ideology, ideologies of
the intelligentsia, and even variations within the intelligentsia itself. Official ideologies
expressed by the state—such as “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality,” formulated in 1833 by

Sergei Uvarov, Nicholas I’s minister of education—may not be dominant across all parts of

37 For a history of the word and an application to the Russian context, see William Mills Todd 111, introduction to
Fiction and Society in the Age of Pushkin: Ideology, Institutions, and Narrative (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1986).
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society, but more subtle, subconscious commitments may align individuals with state projects,
even when they ostensibly oppose them.

My approach is influenced by Andrei Zorin’s analysis of “the historically concrete
dynamics of the working out, crystallization, and change of basic ideologems,” in which
ideology becomes a “reservoir of metaphors which people of various professions and types of
activity both draw from and replenish.”38 But the genres of science fiction and fantasy
deliberately imagine worlds that are at some remove from our own, so the relationship between
literature and ideology becomes even more complex. One useful analytical model is found in
John Rieder’s Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction, which focuses on Anglophone
science fiction from the mid-nineteenth century on. According to Rieder, not only did science
fiction authors transpose colonial ideologies to exotic settings; they also manifested a “satirical
impulse to turn things upside down and inside out.” This put them in a complex relationship with
the dominant ideological background of the day, including scientific anthropology, social
Darwinism, and a belief in progress. Science fiction authors played with the prevalent logic that
indigenous peoples were “living in the past” and with the colonial gaze between the observer and
observed. Rieder identifies several “ideological fantasies” expressed in science fiction: those of
the discoverer, the missionary, and the anthropologist. He also explores the “lost-race motif,”
with the emphasis on mapping and imperialist knowledge-gathering. He notes how science
fiction offered a powerful critical potential because of its “combination of realism and

impossibility.”3?

38 Andrei Zorin, By Fables Alone, 22.

39 Rieder, Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction, 14.
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Just as in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century English-language science fiction analyzed
by Rieder, the works explored in this dissertation reinforce or critique imperial ideologies, often
by reimagining or inverting them. But these earlier Russian works were written in a different
ideological background. By the late eighteenth century, the Russian elite to which these writers
belonged had become thoroughly Europeanized, through the long process of westernization set
in motion by Peter I. Thus, they were implicated in the broader European Enlightenment, with its
attendant faith in progress, drive towards taxonomy and knowledge accumulation, and debates
about human rights and equality. The Russian iteration of the Enlightenment was particularly
focused on the Catherine 11 as a patroness of French philosophy and a locus of possibility (and
disappointment) for liberal thought within the Russian Empire. At the same time, the Russian
Empire was rapidly expanding in all directions, conquering territory as far away as Alaska, and
coming into contact and conflict with a diverse range of ethnic groups, languages, and religions.
Russians began to see their empire as assuming a place among the other empires of the globe.

The authors studied in this dissertation not only participated in the imperial discourses of
their time but also used their works to construct political and social alternatives. At times, the
imaginative worlds they built resembled the type of empire that would later lie at the heart of
much of twentieth-century science fiction. Istvan Csicsery-Ronay argues that science fiction
arose from “the technological expansion that drove real imperialism, the need felt by national
audiences for literary-cultural mediation as their societies were transformed from historical
nations into hegemons, and the fantastic model of achieved technoscientific Empire.”*? Although

the authors in this dissertation stopped short of imagining a united Earth battling aliens or

40 Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, “Science Fiction and Empire,” Science Fiction Studies 30, no. 2 (2003): 231-45.

26



colonizing new planets, they still used their works to respond to the ever-increasing imperial
momentum they saw around them. One work, Odoevsky’s The Year 4338, does craft a vision of
a technoscientific future Russian Empire in Csicsery-Ronay’s sense, one that is seemingly

enlightened and stable but which conceals apocalyptic anxieties underneath its surface.

0.5 Structure

I structure my dissertation in thematic chapters according to the type of fantastic travel
each describes: travel through space, through time, and through the written page. In chapter 1, |
analyze four works describing travel to uncharted lands. The first two are eighteenth-century
Enlightenment utopias: Mikhail Shcherbatov’s Journey to the Land of Ophir (Puteshestvie v
zemliu Ofirskuiu, 1784), set in an imagined Antarctic continent, and Vasily Lyovshin’s Newest
Journey (Noveishee puteshestvie, 1784), an account of a voyage to the Moon. The second pair
consists of Vilgelm Kiukhelbeker’s unfinished lunar satire Land of the Headless (Zemlia
bezglavtsev, 1824) and Osip Senkovsky’s four-part Fantastic Journeys of Baron Brambeus
(Fantasticheskie puteshestviia Barona Brambeusa, 1833), featuring the purported discovery of
texts from a vanished Arctic civilization as well as a journey to the center of the Earth. These
works drew on the European traditions of fantastic voyages and utopias to critique various
aspects of the expansionism, westernization, and intellectual pretensions of Russia and of Europe
as a whole, while also implicitly furthering the discourse of the inevitability of European
dominance and scientific progress.

In chapter 2, | examine the genre of temporal fantastic travel, including works of both
time travel and future fiction. Several of these works have clear science fictional components,
including futuristic inventions, comet-caused apocalypses, and even notions of climate change. |

focus on the three most notable works of the period: Kiukhelbeker’s European Letters (1820), in
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which an American travels through a ruined Europe in the twenty-sixth century; Faddei
Bulgarin’s Plausible Fables (1824), in which a Russian protagonist is shipwrecked, falls asleep
for a thousand years, and awakens in a future world; and Vladimir Odoevsky’s novel The Year
4338 (1840), in which a somnambulist accesses a set of letters from the distant future authored
by a Chinese student visiting Russia. These future settings allowed writers to contemplate
Russia’s destiny in comparison to other empires, leading to diverse conclusions regarding
whether Russian nationality, culture, and state institutions would endure the passage of time. In
contrast to the spatial travel works of the first chapter, these works champion imperial expansion,
cultural evolution, and scientific progress.

In chapter 3, | turn to a narrative type that features travel through the written page, or
through the map; in other words, metafictional travel, that plays with the reader, anticipating
techniques of twentieth- century postmodernism. My key text is Aleksandr Veltman’s novel The
Wanderer (1831- 32), which begins as a journey through a map, before mixing in realistic travel
descriptions, poetry, and a dialogue with the reader in the style of Laurence Sterne. This novel is
based on Veltman’s experiences as a military officer and topographic surveyor in the Russo-
Turkish War of 1828-29, as well as his wide-ranging interests in history and other subjects (the
author also wrote a non-fiction history of Bessarabia and later directed the museum of the
Moscow Kremlin.

In my conclusion, | take the opportunity to explore some of the legacy of these works up
to the twentieth century, by sketching out how the key themes of the travelogues examined here
were developed and transformed, both in works by literary giants such as Dostoevsky, as well as
in works of science fiction works which, after being established as a distinct genre, achieved new

ascendance and new social meaning.
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Chapter 1: Travel to Uncharted Territories

In December 2015, a collaboration between the Russian government and the Moscow
Patriarchate produced a new addition to the Exhibition of Achievements of the National
Economy (VDNKHh), the vast, 1930s-era trade fair complex in northern Moscow. Nestled among
pavilions dedicated to the former Soviet republics and themes ranging from space exploration to
rabbit breeding, Pavilion 57, now houses a high-tech “historical park™ entitled “Russia: My
History” (Rossiia — moia istoriia). The Moscow version, since replicated in dozens of similar
parks across Russia, showcases four exhibitions, as of May 2023: “the Rurikids,” “the
Romanovs,” “Peter the First: Birth of an Empire,” and “Russian Azov.” An exhibition on
twentieth-century history is currently under renovation.*?

Each room in the Romanov exhibition features a unique map, highlighting the
contributions of each tsar to Russia’s territorial expansion. When 1 visited in 2017, the museum
gift shop offered yet another map, published in 2016 by AGT Geotsentr, entitled “Russia from
Rurik to Putin,” displaying the Russian Federation (including the recently annexed Crimea)
speckled with dates of battles and the founding of cities, and bordered by shields bearing the
names of Russian rulers. No visual distinction is made between medieval princes, tsars,
emperors, Soviet leaders, or recent presidents.

This specific narrative of the inevitable territorial expansion, from Kievan Rus to the
modern era, forms an essential part of the current state-driven Russian ideology, but it has
precedents in the Russian Empire, in which the state and the church constructed and

disseminated a narrative of an expanding empire that was linked to dynastic continuity and to a

41 “Istoricheskii park «Rossiia — moia istoriia»,” May 12, 2023, https://myhistorypark.ru/.
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divine mandate. This narrative accompanied territorial conquests and annexations in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which had a lasting and particularly contentious
legacy. From 1783 to 1828, the Russian Empire conquered or annexed Crimea, most of Ukraine,
Moldova, Belarus, Finland, and Poland in the west; Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan in the
south; and Alaska in the east.

These lands were conquered, explored, and assimilated not only through the movement of
people across space, but also through the interpretative and imaginative work of the empire’s
writers. But the intelligentsia’s involvement in the imperial project was never uniform. Ethnic
Russian writers as well as Russian-language writers of other ethnicities sometimes resisted and
sometimes reinforced this process of assimilation. Within their texts, writers frequently oscillated
between glorifying imperial expansion and criticizing state oppression. Consider Gavrila
Derzhavin and Aleksandr Pushkin, who, inspired by the odes of Horace, conceived their poetry
as having an everlasting legacy, one that would transcend the normal bounds of space and time.
In his 1795 poem “Monument” (Pamiatnik), Derzhavin boasted that he would be remembered
“among countless peoples” across the lands of European Russia: “Word about me will pass from
the White waters [Sea] to the Black, / Where the Volga, Don, Neva, and from the Ripaeus, the
Ural flow.”*? Further expanding his imperial vision in another imitation of Horace, “The Swan”
(1804), he imagined his fame stretching “From the Kuril Islands to the River Bug, / From the
waters of the White Sea to the Caspian,” asserting recognition among “The Slavs, the Huns, the

Scythians, and the Chud”—a surprising mix of nations from different periods of history. He

42 “Cnyx mpoiiger 060 MHe oT bensix Box 1o Yepusix, / I'ne Bonra, Jlon, Hesa, ¢ Pudes nset Ypan.” G. R.
Derzhavin, Sochineniia (Moscow: Pravda, 1985), 174-75.
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presumed that in the future his poetry will be renowned for having spread peace and happiness
throughout the world.*3

By contrast, Pushkin, in his poem “I have raised myself a monument not made by
hands. . .” (Ia pamiatnik sebe vozdvig nerukotvornyi. . .), professed a legacy that was closer to
his imperial reality:

Word of me will pass through all of great Russia,

And every tongue in it will name me—

The proud grandson of the Slavs, and the Finn, and the now-wild

Tungus, and the Kalmyk, the friend of the steppes.*

Through these choices of specific ethnicities, the poet is imagining his reputation traveling across
space to the four corners of the Russian Empire—west, north, east, and south. The peoples
named also cover the full spectrum of what were then considered to be primitive and civilized
peoples. In the next stanza, Pushkin claims he will be remembered as a defender of liberty and
advocate of mercy for those who have fallen.

These two poets include a subtle critique of the state in their poems: as advocates of
peace or liberty, they imagine that their poems will find everlasting fame across the empire, and,
as Ram argues with reference to Derzhavin, “crown the poet in place of the tsar.”*> However,
their aspirations were intrinsically tied to actual imperial conquest of lands and sometimes forced

cultural assimilation of peoples. Pushkin did become a household name among ethnic groups

across the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, but this was not solely due to his artistic

43 «“C Kypunbckux octpoBos 10 byra, / Ot Bensix no Kacnuiickux son [. . .] / Cnassane, TyHHbI, cKUdbI, 4y ab.”
Derzhavin, Sochineniia, 250-51.

44 “Cnyx 060 MHe mpoiiaer mo Beeit Pycn Benukoi, / I Ha30BET MEHS BCAK CyIIuii B Hell s13bIK, / VI rop bl BHYK
cnaBsH, U ¢uHH, ¥ HEIHe nuKoii / TyHryc, u qpyr creneit kaaMsIk.” Pushkin, “la pamiatnik sebe vozdvig
nerukotvornyi,” in Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 2:460.

45 Ram, The Imperial Sublime, 118.
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greatness, it was also the product of decades of Russification and the poet’s eventual
canonization as national poet.

This particular alignment of Russian poets’ literary ambitions and the success of Russian
expansionism is but one example of a possible relation between writer and state. In this chapter, |
bring to light an alternative, by showing how late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
Russian writers used the new European genre of the spatial fantastic travelogue to critique the
excesses of Russian and European imperialism, often by satirizing elements of Russian society or
government through various inversions or mystifications. At the same time, these writers still
participated in discourse that presented European scientific progress and dominance of new lands
and peoples as inevitable. The development of spatial fantastic travel can be seen in two pairs of
texts that | analyze here: two eighteenth-century Enlightenment utopias: Mikhail Shcherbatov’s
Journey to the Land of Ophir and Vasily Lyovshin’s Newest Journey; and two nineteenth-
century satires: Kiukhelbeker’s Land of the Headless and Senkovsky’s Fantastic Journeys of

Baron Brambeus.

1.1 European Spatial Fantasies

The genre of the fantastic voyage, with roots dating back to ancient works such as the
Epic of Gilgamesh, the Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor, and the Odyssey—experienced a
resurgence in early modern Europe, fueled by the intellectual ferment caused by the Protestant
Reformation, scientific advances, and the discovery of new continents. An early milestone in this
trend was Thomas More’s Utopia, a dialogue between a fictional version of More and Raphael
Hythloday, a seafarer recently returned from the island of Utopia. In its function as a political
treatise describing an ideal state, Utopia consciously draws upon a tradition of philosophical

dialogue dating back to Plato but incorporates a narrative structure that gives his imaginary
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island a seemingly real, material existence in the world of the Age of Discovery. Hythloday, who
has recently returned from a voyage to the New World with Amerigo Vespucci, gives
ethnographic details of the island of Utopia that are unrelated to its political system. The narrator
of the fictional dedication states that the geographic coordinates of the island only remain a
mystery because of a well-timed cough when Hythloday was relating its location. A similar
narrative approach and setting can be observed in Francis Bacon’s unfinished work New Atlantis
(1626), which describes an imaginary utopian island, Bensalem, located in the Pacific Ocean
west of Peru.

The Moon also became a popular destination for fantastic voyages. The second-century-
BCE Greek author Lucian of Samosata had already laid the groundwork with two satirical travel
stories. In the dialogue Icaromenippus, a philosopher travels first to the Moon and then to
Olympus, where he engages in conversation with Zeus. Lucian’s True Story (Alethe diegemata,
second century BCE)—a parody of unbelievable travelers’ tales—features travel to the Moon
and the sun and numerous extraterrestrial creatures. But it was not until the seventeenth century
that the idea of an actual voyage to the Moon began to gain scientific credibility. In Johannes
Kepler’s Dream (Somnium, 1634), the means used to get to the Moon are entirely fanciful—a
daemon summoned by the narrator’s witch mother—but the Moon is presented as a real material
location, and the work was partly written to expound Kepler’s theory regarding solar and
planetary motion. Cyrano de Bergerac’s dual “comic histories,” one focusing on the Moon
(Histoire comique des Etats et Empires de la Lune, 1657) and the other on the sun (Histoire
comique des Etats et Empires du Soleil, 1662) meld a scientific curiosity about astronomy and

space flight with biting religious and political satire.
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Among eighteenth-century works, none had a wider and longer lasting influence than
Jonathan Swift’s Travels into Several Remote Nations of the World (1726), better known as
Gulliver’s Travels. This fantastical travelogue, which is partly a parody of real travelogues and
novels such as Robinson Crusoe—is a satirical critique of empire and humanity in general. Swift
argues for the equality of colonizer and colonized not by dignifying the latter but by portraying
what he saw as the inherent barbarity of all “human animals.” As critic Claude Rawson notes, in
Gulliver’s Travels “Humanity’s despised subgroups, Indians, Irish, women, beggars, are
correctly seen for what they are by people who, when the truth is known, are precisely as
despicable for the same reasons.”*® Gulliver’s “truth,” which he explains in a fictional prefatory
letter to the novel, is that he and his fellow Europeans are in fact part of the race of Yahoos, the
greedy and savage creatures he observed in one of the lands he visited.

Gulliver’s Travels quickly inspired imitations, such as the pseudonymous Samuel Brunt’s
Voyage to Cacklogallinia (1727), in which the narrator travels to the Moon in a bird-drawn
vehicle. Numerous fantastical travelogues in other countries and other languages followed, such
as Ludvig Holberg’s neo-Latin work Niels Klim s Underground Travels (Nicolai Klimii Iter
Subterraneum, 1741), a journey to several underground worlds, including a satirical utopia called
Potu (Utop[ia] backwards). Voltaire contributed to this genre with Micromegas (Micromeégas,
1752), a conte philosophique that reverses the usual direction of the outer-space travelogue by
describing the visit to Earth of two giants, one from a planet of the star Sirius and one from
Saturn. Restif de la Bretonne’s Southern Discovery (La découverte australe, 1781) describes the

finding of a utopia in the city of Sirap (Paris) in a southern continent called Megapatagonia. As

46 Claude Rawson, “Gulliver, Travel, and Empire,” CLCWeb 14, no. 5 (2012): 5, https://doi.org/10.7771/1481 -
4374.2140.
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we can see from these works, eighteenth-century writers of fantastic voyages were fascinated by
opposites—giants and dwarfs, the Earth and the Moon, aboveground and underground, the
northern hemisphere and the southern—and these binaries were often signaled by whimsical

wordplay; both of these elements continued as the genre developed.

1.2 Russian Context

The list of potential destinations for fantastic voyages—the Moon, the center of the Earth,
undiscovered islands, and so on—was thus already well developed by the time Russian writers
turned their attention to the genre.4’ Literate Russians consumed these fantastic works in the
original or in translations, sometimes through the medium of another language such as French.
Micromegas was popular enough in Russia to prompt at least two translations in the eighteenth
century: one published in Monthly Compositions (Ezhemesiachnye sochineniia) in 1756 and one
by Aleksandr Sumarokov in The Industrious Bee (Trudoliubivaia pchela) in 1759.48 Niels Klim s
Underground Travels was translated into Russian in 1762.4° The first appearance of a lunar
travelogue in the Russian language was a 1770 translation from German of the Brunt’s Voyage to
Cacklogallinia.>® A translation from the French of Gulliver’s Travels by Erofei Korzhavin (also

spelled Karzhavin) was published in 177273, in connection with the Assembly for the

47 Brian M. Stableford, “Fantastic Voyages,” in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction,ed. John Clute et al. (Gollancz,
September 13, 2021), http://www.sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/fantastic_voyages.

48 \Voltaire, “Mikromegas: Povest’ filosofskaia,” Ezhemesiachnye sochineniia, k pol'ze i uveseleniiu sluzhashchie,
January 1756, 31-61. Voltaire, “Prishestvie, na nashu zemliu, i prebyvanie na nei, Mikromegasa,” trans. Aleksandr
Sumarokov, Trudoliubivaia pchela, January 1759, 455-75.

49 Ludvig Holberg, Podzemnoe puteshestvie predstavliaiushchee istoriiu raznorodnykh s udivitelnymi i
neslykhanymi svoistvami zhivotnykh, takozh obraztsev zhitia i domostroitel'stva onykh, trans. Stefan Savitskii (St.
Petersburg: Tipografiia Sukhoputnago kadetskago korpusa, 1762).

50 Kapitana Samuily Brunta puteshestvie v Kaklogaliniiu ili v Zemliu petukhov, a ot tuda v Mesiats (St. Petersburg:
Tipografiia Sukhoputnago shliakhetskago korpusa, 1770).

35


http://www.sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/fantastic_voyages

Translation of Foreign Books (Sobranie staraiushcheesia o perevode inostrannykh knig) led by
Catherine II’s secretary Grigory Kozitsky.>? Thomas More’s Utopia was translated from Thomas
Rousseau’s French version and published in 1789-90.52 Translations continued into the
nineteenth century, for example, with the translation from the French of Francis Bacon’s New
Atlantis that appeared in 1821.53

Translations of foreign literature played a crucial role in shaping original Russian works
of fantastic travel. Writers within the Russian Empire often responded directly to specific
peculiarities of their own state, such as its historical experience of internal colonization, the
process of Europeanization initiated by Peter | and continued by his successors, and the
autocratic nature of its government. At the same time, however, they actively participated in
broader European intellectual discussions of British, French, and Spanish colonialism. They
sometimes situated their narratives in distant locations unrelated to Russia—a device which
allowed them simultaneously to subtly critique their own countries and participate in pan-

European debates.

51 Erofei Korzhavin, trans., Puteshestvii Gulliverovykh kniga pervaia[—chetvertaia] (St. Petersburg: Pri Imp. akad.
nauk, 1772). For the translation and reception of Swift in Russia, see lu. D. Levin, Vospriiatie angliiskoi literatury v
Rossii: issledovaniia i materialy (Leningrad: Nauka, 1990), 103-33.; and Michael Diring, “From Russian
‘sviftovedenie’ to the Soviet School of Swift Criticism: The Dean’s Fate in Russia,” in The Reception of Jonathan
Swift in Europe, ed. Hermann Josef Real (London: Continuum, 2005), 170-213.

52 Kartina vsevozmozhno luchshago pravleniia ili Utopiia (St. Petersburg: I. K. Shnor, 1789); Filosofa Rafaila
Gitlode stranstvovanie v Novom Svete: | opisanie liubopytstva dostoinykh primechaniii blagorazumnykh
ustanovlenii zhizni miroliubivago naroda ostrova Utopii (St. Petersburg: I. K. Shnor, 1790).

53 Novaia Atlantida (Moscow: V tipografii g-zhy Bozhukovoi, 1821).
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1.3 Enlightened Russian Utopias

Confronted with the paradoxes of the Enlightenment and its contentious debates
regarding human equality, the ideal state, and the merits of civilization, and responding more
specifically to Russia’s emerging status within the larger European political and intellectual
sphere, two eighteenth-century Russian authors found an effective medium for their ideas in the
utopian genre, framed as extraordinary travel narratives. In addition to participating in the
broader context of the Enlightenment, both of these authors had ties to freemasonry, which is
reflected in their political and religious ideological frameworks.>*

The more notable author in the pair discussed here was writer and statesman Prince
Mikhail Mikhailovich Shcherbatov (1733-1790), who served in a number of public offices under
Catherine 11, including as a member of the Legislative Commission of 1767 and as court
historian. Journey to the Land of Ophir, composed between 1783 and 1784 but seemingly
incomplete, was eventually published in 1896.5° This work explores the discovery of an
enigmatic civilization known as Ophir, located in the heart of the Antarctic Ocean. Shcherbatov
is otherwise best known for a seven-volume History of Russia from the Earliest Times (Istoriia
rossiiskaia ot drevneishikh vremian, 1770-91) and a treatise On the Deterioration of Morals in
Russia (O povrezhdenii nravov v Rossii, written in 1786 but published only in 1858, abroad).
Shcherbatov aligned himself with the conservative faction of the Enlightenment, in that he

opposed both unrestrained autocracy and the abolition of serfdom. He regarded the hereditary

54 See G. M. Hamburg, The Enigma of Mikhail Shcherbatov (Yale University Press, 2016), and Alina Ortowska,
“Masonskii diskurs o0 novoi Rossii: O svoeobrazii obraza mira v russkikh masonskikh utopiiakh XVIII veka,” Acta
Universitatis Lodziensis: Folia Litteraria Rossica 12 (2019): 11-23.

55 M. M. Shcherbatov, “Puteshestvie v zemliu Ofirskuiu gospodina S... shvedskago dvorianina,” in Sochineniia

kniazia M. M. Shcherbatova, ed. I. P. Khrushchov, vol. 1, 2 vols. (St. Petersburg: Tovarishchestvo “Pechatnia S. P.
Iakovleva,” 1896), 749-1060.
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nobility as the cornerstone of Russian society and criticized numerous reforms instituted by Peter
I, which had led, in his opinion, to the proliferation of corruption and immorality.

The second author, Vasily Alekseevich Lyovshin (1746-1826), fought in the Russo-
Turkish war of 176874 and remained in government service until the reign of Alexander I. His
list of works includes everything from a manual of horse medicine to a sentimental epistolary
novel, Mornings of a Lover (Utrenniki vliublennago, 1779). He is especially known for his
collection of Russian fairy tales (Russkie skazki, 1780-83), which influenced later folklore
adapters such as Karamzin and Pushkin. His novella Newest Journey (Noveishee puteshestvie)
was first published in Princess Dashkova’s journal Companion of Lovers of the Russian Word
(Sobesednik liubitelei rossiiskago slova) in 1784.56 It tells the story of a scholar named Narsim
who travels to the Moon on a flying machine.

Shcherbatov’s and Lyovshin’s works draw heavily on the utopian tradition: they are
replete with intricate descriptions of the political and societal structures governing their
envisioned realms. As in Plato’s Republic and More’s Utopia, the characteristics of their
imaginary worlds are presented through dialogues that make their rationally achieved advantages
seem incontrovertible, though attentive readers will note leaps in logic and recognize the
unquestioned biases and assumptions of the authors. The utopian genre demands great
descriptive detail, often in the form of lengthy conversations, but relatively little plot. The
narrator or main character often encounters a guide—likened by Northrop Frye to an Intourist
Soviet tour guide—who leads the traveler around the world and answers his questions, in a kind

of Socratic dialogue that ultimately supports the superiority of the utopian solution of each

56 “Noveishee puteshestvie: Sochineno v gorode Beleve,” Sobesednik liubitelei rossiiskago slova (1784), published
across fourissues: 13:138-66,14:5-33, 15:5-33; 16:38-53. Subsequent parenthetical references are to this edition.
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societal problem. The traveler often encounters rituals that seem strange to him, until the guide
reveals their rationalistic basis.>” Nevertheless, these works do have elementary plots, and it is
often in the narrative framing that telling details of their authors’ imperial worldviews can be
seen, as | analyze in the section on framing below.

In Shcherbatov’s Ophir, the peasants, the nobility, and the wise monarch work together
for the common good. Ophir is clearly an idealized antipodean version of Russia, signaled by the
use of modified versions of Russian names—in the same tradition as the above-mentioned
backwards names used by Shcherbatov’s European predecessors. In Ophir’s tumultuous past, the
ruler Perega (Peter) decided to move the capital from Kvamo (Moscow) to his new city of
Peregab (Petersburg), built on unsuitable marshland. This change caused the ruling elite to be
alienated from their subjects, and after Perega’s death, the new ruler decided to restore the
original capital and the native traditions and virtues of his country. Nevertheless, the society has
not reverted to an Ophirian equivalent of medieval Muscovy with its bearded boyars—it also has
a strong dose of the Enlightenment and Masonic rational ordering of society. The Ophirian
religious services, for example, consist of short prayers to a supreme being, and the priests are
drawn from the police force, who thus serve as defenders of public morals in all aspects of
Ophirian life. This rationalistic religion was the aspect of Ophir that attracted the most criticism
in the decades after the work’s publication in 1896, prompting the writer Vasily Fursenko, for
example, to call the Ophirian religion “something so narrow, cold and petty, that our feelings

decidedly cannot be reconciled with it.”58

57 Northrop Frye, “Varieties of Literary Utopias,” Daedalus 94, no. 2 (1965): 324.

58 /. Fursenko, “Shcherbatov, Mikhail Mikhailovich,” in Russkii biograficheskii slovar’, ed. A. A. Polovtsov, vol.
24 (St. Petersburg: Tipografiia Glavnogo upravleniia udelov, 1912), 122.
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Lyovshin’s Newest Journey similarly presents a vision of a stable and fairly conservative
society, in this case located on the Moon. A recurring theme is how the narrator Narsim’s
perspective is different from that of the lunar inhabitants, who think of our earth as their Moon.
Narsim has a mirror image in Kvalboko, a Lunarian who at the beginning of the story has left the
Moon to explore the Earth and returns at the end to repent his folly and tell his own experiences.
Unlike Shcherbatov’s Ophirians, Lyovshin’s Lunarians have little interest in history or science—

they even lack a written tradition, although they are somehow aware that writing exists.

1.4 Shcherbatov and Lyovshin: Framing

While these stories unfold predominantly in fantastical, uncharted realms, they begin
with real-world narrative frames, a device that allows the authors to incorporate discourses on
global imperial politics and national difference. But it is noteworthy that both of these writers
conspicuously excluded references to Russia even from the real-world parts of their stories.

Lyovshin’s Newest Journey is told in the third person by an unspecified narrator. The
story begins with the main character, Narsim, sitting at his window, looking out at the Moon and
the stars, and contemplating the principles of flight. The name seems to have been borrowed
from that of a fictional Crimean prince in Mikhail Lomonosov’s 1750 play Tamara and Selim
(Tamara i Selim). We can thus read as a natural philosopher from some Eastern country. On the
whole, however, in his encounters with the Lunarians, Narsim serves to represent the humanity
of Earth. It is his counterpart Kvalboko—a Lunarian who comes to Earth and is captured by the
Turks before ending up in the realm of Catherine I1, who represents the supposedly outside
perspective on the Russian Empire.

The narrator in Shcherbatov’s Journey to the Land of Ophir is more developed. He is a

Swedish nobleman serving in the French navy in India, who is heading back to France when his
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ship is blown off course into the Southern Sea. The narrator’s Swedishness obscures the Ophir—
Russia analogy, and the addition of India allows Shcherbatov to include a critique of French
expansionism. When the narrator and his crewmates first encounter the Ophirians, they are
surprised by their level of civilization: “we thought humanity and politeness were only present in
Europe.”®? At face value, this seems to be a partial critique of Eurocentrism: although the French
sailors may not have encountered these civilizational values in India, they are surprisingly
present in a zone of colonial exploration that was thought to be empty or inhabited by
“primitive” tribes. But the phrase develops an ironic significance in a subsequent incident, in
which a group of drunk European sailors begin a brawl and end up killing one of the Ophirians.
For this, they are rounded up and sentenced to hard labor according to Ophirian law. For
Shcherbatov, this represents the victory of rationalistic order over barbarism—Enlightenment
lies firmly on the side of the Ophirians. If we make a Swiftian parallel, the European sailors turn
out to be nothing but wild Yahoos.

These complex national dynamics are also visible in the languages that figure in the plots.
In both works, the narrators communicate with the inhabitants of the newly discovered lands
using languages they have already learned. Shcherbatov’s Ophirians speak Sanskrit, a language
the Swedish narrator conveniently acquired during his time in India. This device places the work
in the broader context of a growing interest in Sanskrit in late eighteenth-century Europe. Some
writers believed that the language offered access to pure or primitive knowledge or even

supported the truth of Christian scripture.69 Though Shcherbatov does not make such claims, the

59 “MpI myMaJiu, 4TO 4ETOBEYECTBO M yYTHBOCTL B oHOM EBpomne npebriBator.” Mikhail Mikhailovich Shcherbatov,
Izbrannye trudy, ed. S. G. Kalinina (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia, 2010), 186. Subsequent
references to pages in this work will be made in parentheses in the body of the text.

60 Thomas R. Trautmann, Aryans and British India (Yoda Press, 2005), 97.
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presence of Sanskrit in his imagined Antarctic land implies the eternal quality attributed to the
language.

Lyovshin’s Lunarians, on the other hand, speak Syriac, a language understood by the
narrator Narsim either because he is from the Middle East or because he has studied ancient
texts. Syriac evokes notions of mystical wisdom and ancient history that were popular subjects of
Orientalist study. However, Lyovshin introduces the “real” eighteenth-century Oriental world in
a more threatening manner. Narsim's counterpart, Kvalboko, a Lunarian journeying to Earth,
faces capture in Turkey and almost forced conversion to Islam before securing his release
through bribery. Just as the Orientalist works famously analyzed by Edward Said, Lyovshin’s
work features a distinction between a scholarly, ancient Orient and a corrupted modern Turkey.
The Ottoman Empire was among Russia’s principal adversaries at the time, and the subject of
Russian imperial ambition, most notably in Catherine I1’s “Greek project”—a contemplated
reconquest of Constantinople and Greece for the European world, and specifically for Orthodox

Christendom.51

1.5 Shcherbatov and Lyovshin: Technology

While these spatial fantastic narratives originated before the comprehensive
industrialization and mechanization that sparked modern science fiction, they nevertheless
exhibit an inherent faith in the advancement of human intellect and the potential of novel
technologies. Despite Shcherbatov’s and Lyovshin’s hostility towards some of the social and
cultural consequences of Peter I’s reforms, they were far from being Luddites—they accepted

and made use of the possibilities presented by new technology, particularly in the domains of

61 For more on Catherine’s Greek project, see the first three chapters of Zorin, By Fables Alone.
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exploration and military application. Their works thus represent a blending of technological
globalism and social isolationism that is perhaps only practicable in artificial utopian worlds.

Shcherbatov’s work, while devoid of futuristic technology, draws heavily on the existing
military and geographical science of his time, reflecting its origins at a pivotal juncture in the
history of European exploration and colonization, and a corresponding evolution in fantastic
travel narratives. Fantastic voyages such as Gulliver’s Travels took place in an ostensibly “open”
world, in which the conceit of large islands still undiscovered by Europeans was entirely
plausible. By 1820, when the Russian expedition of Bellingshausen and Lazarev discovered
Antarctica, these possibilities were increasingly closed off; undiscovered lands could only be
believable as “lost worlds” in highly inaccessible regions.52

Journey to the Land of Ophir lies at the turning point between the open- and closed-world
paradigms. Composed in an era when Europeans had started to colonize Australia but had not yet
reached Antarctica, Shcherbatov elected to place his utopia within a region of ongoing European
exploration—the Southern Ocean. As the narrator’s frigate is on its way from Pondicherry back
to Europe, it is blown off course to “58 ¥ degrees south latitude, that is, in a place where, as far
as we know, no European ship has penetrated, owing to the great ice surrounding the Antarctic
pole.”83 But in an implicit acknowledgement of the flawed nature of European geographic
knowledge, the sailors make a surprising discovery: “we began to see the land, and through the

telescope we saw a well-built city—here, where we only thought to find ice, or at least an empty

62 David Pringle et al., “Lost Worlds,” in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, ed. John Clute et al. (London:
Gollancz, 2021), accessed December 1, 2021, https://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/lost_worlds.

63 “[M]e1 ObLH B 5872 rpaaycax monyaeHHOM WUPOTHI, TO €CTh B TAKOM MECTE, Ky/Ia €IIIE, KOJHUKO U3BECTHO, HH
OJINH eBpOTECKHUiT KOpabiib HE MPOHKUKAT, Pa M BEJHKUX JIBJOB, OKPYKAIOIINX aHTapKTHUYECKHii motoc” (183).
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land, or one inhabited by barbarian peoples.”®* The reader is primed for a typical European
exploration travelogue, complete with potential justifications for colonization predicated on the
land’s desolation or the primitiveness of its inhabitants. The ensuing discovery, however, upends
this anticipation, while simultaneously echoing and challenging the colonial discourse.

What did remain an enticing “open land” for science fictional discovery, at least until the
twentieth century, was the Moon, although the question of what kind of technology would allow
human beings to reach it was still largely speculative. Lyovshin’s Newest Journey represented
the first original Russian story of a voyage to the Moon. Although his work was published a year
after the Montgolfier brothers’ flight, he chose to ignore the brand-new invention; instead, his
narrator Narsim fabricates a flying machine out of beech boards and eagle feathers—reminiscent
of the ill-fated contraption invented by Daedalus in ancient Greek mythology. Narsim’s version
works, however, and taking to the air, he is amazed at how he is overcoming the normal
limitations of humanity: “He is encouraged, starts moving the handles, cuts through the

transparent abyss, moves away, and forgets about himself.”6°

1.6 Shcherbatov and Lyovshin: Imperial Expansion

Although Shcherbatov’s and Lyovshin’s works are minimally reliant on science fictional
technology, they depend on another type of science—the knowledge of space accumulated by
explorers, scientists, and imperial officials. The spaces described in these works are fantastic but

still connected to the very real spaces of empire, and both the description of the utopian realms

64 “Yike MBI C cCaMOTO Kopa6Jis HaUMHA N BUIETH 3€MITI0 M Upe3 TpyOy yCcMaTpHBAIIH TIOCTPEHHBIN XOPOTIHIA Ipa,
— TYyT, TAE MBI TOJIBKO TyMaJIH JIBJbI HIIX IT0 KpafHEeH Mepe My CTYI0 3eMITIO IIIM HaCEJICHHYIO BapBapPCKUMH
Hapoaamu obpectu” (184).

65 “On 0100OpseTCs, HAUHHAET ABUIATh PYKOATH, PACCEKAET IIPO3PAUYHYI0 OE3IHY, yAaIIeTCs ¥ 3a0BIBAET O CAMOM
cebe” (13:142).
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and their connections to the outside world are inflected by imperial ideologies. For instance,
Lyovshin’s narrator is hopeful that the exploration of outer space will one day lead humanity to
greater enlightenment by reminding humans of their own relative insignificance:
Look at this distance, equal to eternity, and understand that millions of suns do not emit
their rays for you; there are countless lands inhabited by creatures, against which you
could be considered moles and midges. Is it not insane to think that an all-perfect mind
would fill the sky with dots serving only for the amusement of your eyes?66
Even before he makes his own journey, he imagines a future in which humanity will have
discovered the power of flight and this eternal truth of the smallness of man:
With what longing we would see the air fleet departing from us! This fleet would not be
driven by love of gold: only excellent minds would fly up on it for enlightenment. The
shores of this new India would not be stained with the blood of thundering furies that
come forth on them; there would be an army armed only with optical instruments, quill
pens, and paper.5’
Narsim thus delineates two contrasting forms of human expansion: one characterized by violence
and avarice, and another driven by the quest for knowledge. This second future serves as a
discursive space for the scholarly Narsim to critique the bloody realities of Russian colonial
conquest from the outside. But he also participates in his own fantasy of conquest—an army of
writers—advocating for the possibility of peaceful contact and expansion through science. The

ultimately illusory contention that imperial knowledge gathering can be divorced from the

brutality of military conquest is central to the very notion of enlightened imperialism.

66 “BarusuuTe Ha cHe pacCTOSHHUE, pPaBHSAIONMIEECS BEYHOCTH, U MOMMUTE, 9TO HE IS BAC UCITYCKAKOT JIyYH CBOU
MWIIMOHBI COJIHIL; €CTh HECUETHO 3€MEJlb, HA CEJICHHBIX TBAPSIMH, IPOTUBY KOUX BBl MOXKETE IOYECThCS KPOTAMU U
Momkamu. He 6e3yMHO 111 4asiTh, 9T00 BCECOBEPIICHHBIN Pa3yM HAIIOJIHT HEOO TOYKAMH, CITYXKa IIIUMH TOIBKO K

3a0aBe oueii Bamux?” (140)

67 “C xaKxuM ObI BOXKIEIEHUEM YBHIEIN Mbl OTXOIAMINK OT Ha¢ BO3AymHbIH (uot! Celi GrnoT He GBI GBI BOAUMBIH
37ATOMO0UEM: TOJIBKO OTIIMYHBIC YMBI BO3JICTEIU O Ha HEM A MpOoCBenieHus. bpera HOBbIA ceit Hauu He
00arpuiInuch OBl KPOBHUIO OT HCXO/SIINX HA OHBISI TPOMOHOCHBIX OypHii: ce OBLIO OB BOMHCTBO, BOOPYKCHHOE
€/IMHBIMH ONITHYECKUMHU OPYAUIMH, IepbsiMu 1 Gymaroro” (140).
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When Narsim arrives on the moon, he observes how the Lunarians are content with their
simple, isolationist society. Occasionally troublemakers arise who want to colonize the dark side
of the Moon, but these are strictly punished. Criticism of imperial conquest also appears in the
narrator’s thoughts as he arrives on the Moon and sees the gold-roofed houses of the inhabitants:
“Thousands of Columbuses from all four parts of our world would come to try their swords on
the necks of the Lunarians.”®® This continues Lyovshin’s critique of the corrupting powers of
European conquest and greed—often specifically invoked in reference to the Spanish Empire as
part of the so-called Black Legend—though once again, it allows Narsim’s own scientific
expedition to remain pure and apolitical—Narsim presents himself as an objective observer,
unlike the bloodthirsty “Columbuses.”

Shcherbatov’s Journey to the Land of Ophir takes a stronger stance against all forms of
expansionism. The author directly contrasts Ophirian political structure and European
colonialism, combining both critiques of the post-Petrine Russian Empire and of Western
European imperialism. When the French sailors arrive in Ophir, they boast of their king’s
glorious military conquests and colonization of part of India. The Ophirians respond by asking
why, if France is the happiest country, it needs to colonize other lands. A rejection of expansion,
or even contact with the outside world, is inherent in the Ophirians’ decision to move their
capital back to the center—for Shcherbatov, a symbolic rejection of the whole idea of Saint
Petersburg and with it, the idea of a modern European empire.

Shcherbatov’s creation of a history for Ophir allows him to accomplish two political

goals at once: to positively imagine a new state founded on rational principles (the usual function

68 “[TIbicsiun KomyMGOB O BCeX YETHIpEX HAIIMX YacTel MPUIUIH OBl OTBEAATh MEY€E CBOUX Ha I LIEAMH
aynatuctos” (158).
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of utopia) but also to negatively assess his own state (Ophir has thrown off the negative aspects
of the Russian modernization and westernization). Some of the strongest criticism of Ophir’s
past and Russia’s present is in the story of the dignitary Bombei-Gora, as an ideal statesman
opposed to expansionism. The character Agibe recalls Bombei-Gora’s speech on the subject:
It is not territorial expansion that constitutes the strength of kingdoms, but multitude of
people and good internal government. There are still many places in our country that are
not settled, and many places where the land still awaits human labor to bring forth fruit a
hundredfold.5® We still have peoples under our power who need to be brought into a
better state, so is it not better to correct these internal conditions than to subject the
people to death through needless war and desire to conquer either empty lands, which
would be difficult to defend, or people who are different from us in every way, who even
after several hundred years will not accept the national spirit of the Ophirian Empire, and
who, while nominally our subjects, will be our secret enemies?70
As Aleksandr Kizevetter pointed out, this speech directly echoes a passage in Shcherbatov’s
treatise On the Corruption of Morals in Russia criticizing Catherine 11’s expansionist policies
targeting the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Ottoman Empire. Shcherbatov cites the
same difficulties in conquering unfamiliar territories and foreign peoples and attributes these

endeavors to Catherine’s pursuit of glory.”* In a way that should challenge any of our

preconceptions about the unity of the Russian imperial project across Russian society and over

69 From the Parable of the Sower: “And other fell on good ground, and sprang up, and bare fruit an hundredfold”
(Luke 8:8).

70 “He pacumupenue o61acTeii coCcTaBIsAIOT CUIY LAPCTB, HO MHOTOHAPOIME B 106pO€e BHYTPEHHEE yIIPaBICHHE.
Ente MHOTO y HaC MECT HE 3aCEJICHHBIX, €IlIe BO MHOTHX MECTaX 3eMIIS 0XKUAAET TPYJa YEI0BEUECKOro, 4TOObI
CTOPHYHBIH 110]] puHecTH. Ele y Hac ecTh MO/BIIaCTHBIE HAPO/Ibl, TPEOYOIHE MPUBECTH UX B JTyUIlee
COCTOSIHHE, TO HE JIy4IIle JIU UCTIPABUTh CHU BHYTPEHHOCTH, HEXKeIH O€3HYKHOM BOHHOI MoABEpraTh Hapoa ruOenn
1 XKeJIaTh MOKOPHUTH UIIU CTPAHBI ITYyCThIE, KOTOPBIE TPYIHO OYAET U OXPaHATh, UK HAPOIbI, OTIHYHBIC BO BCEM OT
Hac, KOTOPbIC U Upe3 HECKOJIBKO COT JIET He MPUUMYT Jyxa oTedecTBeHHOTo OQUpCcKoil uMIepuu 1 OyAyT Mo
HMEHEM II0/1a HHBIX HaIIUX TalHble HaM Bparu” (316).

L A Kizevetter, “Russkaia utopiia XVI11 stoletiia,” in Pomoshch' evreiam, postradavshim ot neurozhaia:
Literaturno-khudozhestvennyi sbornik (St. Petersburg: Isidor Gol'dberg, 1901), 233-34.
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time, Shcherbatov specifically critiques the annexation of Crimea: “We have acquired, or rather
stolen, Crimea, a country whose different climate makes it a tomb for Russians.”"2

Shcherbatov's critique of expansionism—in both the real world and the land of Ophir—
disrupts the monolithic notion of Russian imperialism, revealing it as an assortment of competing
projects that were rife with social and geographical problems. His dissent invites us to reframe
the Russian Empire not as a unified construct but as an evolving, aspirational web of competing
ideologies and initiatives. In other words, Shcherbatov argues for historical contingency: Russia
could have taken—and could still take—a path other than that of expansionist imperialism. Ophir

represents his ideal vision for such an alternative future.

1.7 Dreaming and Imperial Knowledge

Shcherbatov’s Journey to the Land of Ophir, despite its complicated narrative frames,
ultimately presents the discovery of the antipodean Ophir as a believable, rationalistic event. In
contrast, certain elements in the Lyovshin’s Newest Journey voyage imply that Narsim’s
adventure may be no more than a dream, setting the ground for narrative doubt and a broader
epistemological inquiry into the nature of imperial reality, as I initially proposed in my
introduction. The novel starts in a realistic, albeit philosophical vein, as the narrator recounts
Narsim’s musings on the subject of flight, linking it to technological innovation and the powers
of human imagination:

Narsim, pondering the properties of air, did not doubt that it would be possible to invent a

suitable machine for navigating through that fluid substance. He observed how a feather,

even in the slightest wind, rises into this element. “Did not the same thing lead to the
invention of water-going vessels?” he imagined. “Certainly, many centuries passed until

a means was found to sail the seas, and undoubtedly, people have always noticed that a
splinter of wood cannot sink in water. Is it not the same with a feather and the air? From

72 M. M. Shcherbatov, “O povrezhdenii nravov v Rossii,” Russkaia starina 3 (1871): 685.
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the splinter came warships, and the feather will provide us with a means to craft a device
capable of lifting us above our atmosphere.”3

On the surface, Lyovshin presents Narsim as a scientific observer driven by the pure pursuit of
knowledge, making a comparison between two modes of vehicular movement. But a deeper
analysis reveals a message about the nature of imperial reality. As in the poetry examined by
Harsha Ram in The Imperial Sublime, the concept of empire here plays out on the horizontal and
vertical axes. On the horizontal axis is sea travel: Lyovshin, through Narsim’s musings, traces
the history of nautical innovation specifically from a crude splinter to a warship—the enabler of
maritime expansionism. For Russian reader, mention of warships would also evoke Peter I’s
creation of a modern navy as part of his widespread military reforms. On the vertical axis is
flight, represented by the pero, which through a convenient double meaning of this word in
Russian (“feather” and “quill pen”) also symbolizes both Narsim’s scientific writing and
Lyovshin’s literary aspirations. The vertical axis is more powerful, allowing the wielder of the
pen to escape the imperial reality on the surface of the earth.

However, as Narsim continues to reflect, he focuses on a literal escape into the
atmosphere by using a feathered flying machine, but he must confront the practical barriers to
such an invention—his “lack of resources” (nedostatok sredtsv). It is at this juncture in the plot
that Lyovshin introduces the dream device, which allows Narsim to overcome these obstacles: in

his sleep he sees materials hanging on his wall and constructs a complex vehicle from eagle

73 “HapcuM, pa3MBIILIAS O CBOMCTBE BO3MyXa, HUKAK HE COMHEBAJICS, YTOO HENb3 OBLIO H300pECTH yI00HOM
MaIMHBI K [UIaBaHUIO TI0 OHOMY JKHIKOMY BEILIECTBY; OH BUAAJ, KaK IEPO OT MaJICHIIIero BeTpa MoJHIMAeTCd Ha
CHIO cTHXHIO. «Pa3Be He TO %k caMoe CIIYKWJIO K M300pETEeHHIO BOJIOXOAHBIX Cy10B? — BooOpaskai oH. — KoHeuHo,
MHOTO BEKOB NPOLLIO, JOKOJIb HafiIeHO CPENICTBO IJIaBaTh 10 MOPSIM: U 0€3 COMHEHUsI, BCET/la BUAJIH, YTO LIENKa
JlepeBa He MOJKET MOTPS3HYTh B Boay. He To in camoe ¢ nepom 1 Bo3nyxom? OT IIENKH NPOM30IUIN U BOCHHbIE
KOpaOJin: a mepo AOCTABUT HaM cocol caenaTh opyane, yao0HOe B3HOCHTh HAC BhILIE Halei aTMochepbi»” (138—
39).
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wings, beech boards, hinges, and springs. The narrator does not tell us when or if Narsim’s
dream ends. If we read the whole text as a dream, Narsim’s vision of transcending the limitations
of his reality—even the reality of his fictional world—remains aspirational. Nevertheless, the
dream device allows Lyovshin—just as Shcherbatov’s nested Ophirian story allowed him—to

construct a separate reality and outside perspective from which to critique the society he lived in.

1.8 Kiukhelbeker and Senkovsky: Romantic Irony

Several decades later, Kiukhelbeker and Senkovsky manifested a greater experimentation
with the genre of fantastic travel by adding an undercurrent of satire, sometimes verging on the
absurd. Nevertheless, the framing of their fantastic works within the context of technological
development, global exploration, and imperial ideologies suggests they all contain elements of
what might be called early Russian science fiction.

Vilgelm Kiukhelbeker (Wilhelm Kiichelbecker, 1797-1846) was a nobleman of Baltic
German family who grew up in in Livonia (present-day Estonia), and is remembered today as
one of the school friends of Aleksandr Sergeevich Pushkin. He served in the College of Foreign
Affairs in Saint Petersburg, under Arch-Chamberlain Aleksandr Naryshkin in Paris, and under
General Aleksei Ermolov in the Caucasus, but in 1825 he participated in the failed Decembrist
Uprising, for which he spent the last two decades of his life in imprisonment and exile.
Kiukhelbeker’s political liberalism contrasted with his literary conservatism, particularly in
poetry: he defended the use of archaic language, praised the ode, and decried the Romantic elegy
made popular by Zhukovsky and Pushkin, among others. This criticism appears strongly in his

unfinished fantastic story, Land of the Headless (Zemlia bezglavtsev), published in 1824 in an
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almanac edited by Kiukhelbeker and Odoevsky: Mnemosyne (Mnemozina).”# In this dystopian
story, the narrator flies in a hot-air balloon to the Moon, where he finds a society of “headless”
and “heartless” people. The land is Acephalia (from the Greek for “headless™), and their capital
is Acardion (“heartless”). Kiukhelbeker may have known of the medieval myth of headless men
with faces on their chests called Akephaloi or Blemmyes, often depicted on early world maps,
and indeed, the use of these Greek names the tradition of European travel literature from ancient
times to the Renaissance.’®

Kiukhelbeker’s Moon is a much more allegorical space than Lyovshin’s and is used
partly as a place for the author to satirize various aspects of Russian society that the author
disliked, including problems that seem insignificant to the modern reader, such as the prevalence
of the elegy in Russian poetry. The lunar society that he describes has several unusual
characteristics. The people survive despite being “headless” and “heartless.” Their form of
currency is violence—they ask the narrator to pay for his dinner by slapping them and beating
them with sticks. Acephalia borders on “the Paper Tsardom” and “the realms of human
knowledge, delusions, dreams, inventions” and is separated from them by “the Ink River and the
Cardboard Wall.” 76 The story breaks off at the point when the narrator is about to explore the
neighboring Paper Tsardom—which may have been a locus for the authors to develop his satire

of the literary world.

74 Vilgel'm Karlovich Kiukhel’beker, “Zemlia bezglavtsev,” in Mnemozina: Sobranie sochinenii v stikhakh i proze,
ed. V. Odoevskii and V. Kiukhel'beker (Moscow: Tipografiia Moskovskago teatra, 1824), 143-51.

75 John Block Friedman, The Monstrous Races in Medieval Art and Thought (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1981), 12.

76 “Axedanus rpaanunt ¢ BymaxuabiM LapcTBoM, ¢ 0618 CTAMM YeI0BEYECKHX TI03HA HUi, 32 01y KIEHUH, MeUTa HUH,
n3o6perernii! Mbl OT/IENEHBI OT HUX TOJNBKO YepHIIbHOIO pekoto u CTeHoto kapToHHOI0!” (351).
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Kiukhelbeker transposes the flaws and brutalities of Russian society and government to
the Moon, where they acquire literal and extreme forms. For example, the violent education
system among the Headless serves as a satirical allegory for the Russian education of the early
nineteenth century. The well-to-do Headless hire mercenary teachers who “saw off the necks and
try to corrode the hearts” of their charges.”” This prompts the narrator to ironically praise the
Russian system:

I remembered my homeland and proudly stood on tiptoe, thinking of the superiority of

our Russian upbringing over the Acephalian one: we entrust our children to pious,

intelligent foreigners, who, although they have not the slightest understanding of our

language, our holy faith, or the ancestral customs of our land, nevertheless strive in every

way to instill in our youth an attachment to all things Russian.’®
Kiukhelbeker is repeating a common nineteenth-century lament about the use of foreign tutors
among the nobility, leading to the presumed alienation of the nobility from Russian national
culture, including the Russian language. The same discourse reappears in other fantastic travel
works of the period, such as Bulgarin’s Plausible Fables, discussed in chapter 2, but
Kiukhelbeker chose to present the problems of Russian education in a particularly extreme light,
through a metaphor of violence, which also evokes the institutional corporal punishment of the
society of his time. He takes his argument a step further than most critics of his time, arguing that

the imitation of foreigners, and the resultant loss of cultural identity has seeped into the lower

classes as well. Although the “rabble” in Acephalia are allowed to keep their hearts and heads

7T “[IIJoANMIMBAIOT UM LIEK M CTAPAIOTCA BRITPaBHTH cepaue” (351).

78 ““S] BCIOMHHJI O CBOEM OTEYECTBE U C TOPJOCTHIO MOHSICS HA [BIIOYKH, TyMast O IPEUMYIIECTBE HALIETO
PYCCKOTO BOCIMTaHUSA epea akedaIuiCKIM: MbI BBEpsieM CBOMX JieTeil 61arouecTUBBIM, YMHBIM HHOCTPAHIAM,
KOTOpBIE, XOTS HU MaJIeHIero He IMEIOT MOHATUS HU 00 HalleM A3bIKe, HU 00 Hallel cBATO Bepe, HU 0

[papoAUTENIbCKUX OOBIKHOBEHHSX 36MIIM HA LICH, HO BCAYESCKH CHIIATCS BCEJIMTD B HAIIUX IOHOLIEH IPUBS3a HHOCTh
KO Bcemy pycckomy” (351).
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but “even the commoners strive to get rid of them, and for the most part succeed in their
attempts.”’?

The satirical fantastic travel narrative was developed to a greater degree by Jézef Julian
Sekowski, known in Russian as Osip Ivanovich Senkovsky (1800-58), who was born near Vilna
to a noble Polish-Lithuanian family. He became an Orientalist scholar, traveling to Turkey,
Syria, and Egypt, as well as earning a professorship at Saint Petersburg University. Like his
compatriot Bulgarin, whom | analyze in my chapter on time travel, he first published in Polish
before switching to Russian. He is especially remembered as the editor of The Library for
Reading (Biblioteka dlia chteniia)—a monthly magazine containing everything from poems to
articles on agriculture—and for his advocacy of journalism and popular literature.

The work by Senkovsky I analyze in this chapter is the Fantastic Journeys of Baron
Brambeus (Fantasticheskie puteshestviia barona Brambeusa, 1833), an experimental work with
four parts written in four different genres. The first, “Autumn Boredom,” consists entirely of the
ramblings of the narrator, Baron Brambeus, who after deliberating whether to drown himself in
the Neva, get married, or get a menagerie of animals, finally decides it would be best to read his
own writings. In the second part, “Poetic Journey around the World,” the narrator, in search of
strong sensations, travels to Constantinople by way of Moscow and Ukraine. He ends up finding
various sources of “poetry” and feeling, often in the ugly and grotesque. In the third part,
“Scholarly Journey to Bear Island,” the narrator travels with a scientific expedition across Siberia
to an island in the Arctic Ocean, where he supposedly finds a cave with Egyptian hieroglyphs,

telling the story of a civilization that perished in a great flood. In the final part, “Sentimental

79 “[1] camble MPOCTONIOAMHEI CHIIATCS COBITE X C PYK U 110 OOJIBIIEH 4aCTH YCIIEBAIOT B CBOUX MOKYLICHUAX
(351).
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Journey to Mount Etna,” Baron Brambeus climbs Mount Etna, falls into the mouth of the
volcano, and ends up on the inner surface of the Earth, where everything is the opposite of the
normal world. These chapters are deeply intertextual, drawing on devices and themes ranging
from Sternean digressions and metafiction, to Romantic ennui, to a satire of academic
pretensions, to a parody of sentimental travelogues.

Senkovsky and Kiukhelbeker’s ultimate exclusion from the narrow canon of Russian
literature may have partly been due to their partially non-Russian identities. Senkovsky, like
Bulgarin, suffered particularly from the disparagement of both Polish and Russian
contemporaries as well as later generations, which seems in part due to what was seen as his
ambiguous national identity. Senkovsky’s biographer Louis Pedrotti has collected some of the
criticism:

To Herzen he was a “Polonais russifié . . . sans aucune opinion, a moins d’appeler

opinion un profond mépris des hommes et des choses, des convictions et des théories; il

n’avait de respect pour rien.”” Prince V. F. Odoevsky, writing in 1836, drew attention to

Senkovsky’s origin and lamented the “Polish monopoly” in Russian journalism. [. . .]

From Wiadystaw Mickiewicz, the son of the poet, Senkovsky earned the epithets

“Russified Pole,” “degenerate Pole,” and “habitual accuser of his fellow countrymen.”8°
Kiukhelbeker fared better in this respect in the eyes of his contemporaries, perhaps because he
could claim a more Russian upbringing. In fact, in a letter to his nephew, he explicitly placed his

own Russianness above Senkovsky’s:

You will say: “He is Pole, but you yourself are German.” No, my dear, there is a
difference: I am German by my father and mother, but not by language—until the age of

80 Louis Pedrotti, Jozef-Julian Sekowski: The Genesis of a Literary Alien (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1965), 2-3.
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six 1 did not know a word of German. My natural language was Russian: my first mentors
in Russian literature were my nurse Marina and my nannies Kornilovna and Tatiana.8?

The appeal to the nanny as a source of Russian identity was not unique to Kiukhelbeker: even the
firmly Russian Pushkin wrote poems in honor of his nanny Arina Rodionovna, through whom he
felt connection to Russian folk culture. Kiukhelbeker thus saw himself as more authentically
Russian than Senkovsky. Unlike Herzen, Odoevsky, and Mickiewicz, however, Kiukhelbeker
did have some praise for the Polish writer’s works:
All the more honor to Senkovsky that he mastered our language, mastered it in his middle
years. | do not compare the writer Senkovsky, the European writer and scholar with any
of ours: he far outweighs all of us. . . (not excluding anyone) with his scholarship and
thoroughness of knowledge. I put the Russian narrator Senkovsky directly after Pushkin,
Kukolnik, and Marlinsky.82
Defensive about his own heritage, Kiukhelbeker does not assign Russian nationality to
Senkovsky, but he does deny that nationality has a determinative role in literary greatness;

instead, he creates another category, that of a Russian-language user (thus Senkovsky, though not

Russian, is a “Russian narrator”).

1.9 Kiukhelbeker and Senkovsky: Narrative Frames and Nationality

Kiukhelbeker’s narrator in The Land of the Headless is Russian, but he starts his hot-air

balloon ride in Paris and is accompanied in his trip to the Moon by a Frenchman. In contrast to

81 “TBI CKaXXellb. «OH IOJISIK, HO TBI K€ CaM HEMEI»; HET, J'IIO663HLII71, TYT €CTh pa3HIHKaA: 5 10 OTHY U MATEPU TOYHO
HEMELl, HO HE MO S3bIKY, — J0 IIECTHU JICT 5 HEC 3HAJI HA CJI0Ba MO-HEMEILIKH, l'[pPIpO,E(HBIﬁ MO SI3BIK — pyCCKPIﬁ:
IEPBBIMM MOMMH HaCTaBHHWKaMH B pyCCKOﬁ CJIOBECHOCTH OBLIH MOS KOpMHJIIMLa MapHHa, Ja HAHbKHU MOH
Kopuminosna u TaTtesaa.” Quoted in V. K. Kiukhel’'beker, Lirika i poemy, ed. 1U. Tynianov (Leningrad: SovetskKii
pisatel’, 1939), vii.

82¢ [Tlem Gonbmre yectn CEHKOBCKOMY, YTO OH OBJIaJIeJ] HAIIUM A3BIKOM, OBJIa I€]I UM B JIETaX HEMOJIOABIX. 5
JUTepaTopa CGHKOBCKOFO, JUTEpaTOpa U y4eHOTIo eBpOHGﬁCKOFO HM C KEM U3 HallIMX HE CpaBHMBAIO: OH BCEX HacC...
(He HUCKIII04Yasd HI/IKOFO) JaJICKO NEPEBCIIMBACT YUYCHOCTBIO 1 OCHOBATCIIBHOCTBIO MO3HAHUH. PyCCKOFO XKE
moBecTBoBaTe 1 CEHKOBCKOTO CTaBIIIO HenmocpeacTBenHo nocie [ymkuna, Kykonsauka u Mapiauackoro.” Quoted
in V. Kaverin, Baron Brambeus: istoriia Osipa Senkovskogo, zhurnalista, redaktora Biblioteki dlia chteniia
(Leningrad: lzdatel'stvo pisatelei, 1929). 137.
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Shcherbatov and Lyovshin, Kiukhelbeker bypasses the problem of alien communication with a
fantastic explanation. The narrator brings up the question in a conversation with the Headless
inhabitants:

My comrade swore that he heard the purest Parisian dialect; it seemed to me that the

Headless man was speaking Russian. [...] “Tell me,” | asked the innkeeper later, “how

do you all know the languages of our countries in your city?”” “It’s no wonder, my dear

sir,” he answered me, “Acephalia borders on the Paper Kingdom, the areas of human

knowledge, wanderings, dreams, and inventions!”83
This self-contradictory explanation—does the Headless man’s form of communication transcend
language, or have they learned all human languages?—is in keeping with the more metaphysical
and dream-like nature of the world depicted by Kiukhelbeker. It also has religious resonances,
specifically to the story of the Pentecost, in chapter 2 of the Book of Acts, in which the
assembled disciples of Jesus all speak in their own languages but still understand each other. The
Headless may also represent certain Christian sects such as the Russian khlysty, who engaged in
both self-flagellation and speaking in tongues.

Senkovsky’s narrator, Baron Brambeus, is also Russian, but the Latinate pseudonym,
apparently borrowed from the name of a “Spanish king” (shpanskii korol’) in a popular chivalric
romance, indicates a more cosmopolitan identity (139). Baron Brambeus, because of knowledge
of Jean-Jacques Champollion’s decipherment system and time spent in Egypt, is able to translate

the “hieroglyphs™ he finds in the cave on Bear Island, allowing him to present the first-person

account of this lost world before and after the flood that devastated it. We thus get another nested

83 “K moemy ynuBnenuro, besraser ero 0ueHb XOPOIIO TOHSIT U BCTYTIHI ¢ HAMH B pas3roBop. Tosapuin Mo
KJISUICSL, YTO CIBIIIAT CAMO€ YUCTOE MAaPUKCKOE Hapeune; MHe M0Ka3alioch, 4To besrinasen roBOPUT NO-pycek. [. . .]
«CKau, — CHpPOCHI sl TOTOM Y COAep KaTelsl TOCTUHUIIBI, — KaKUM 00pa30M B BallleM TOpOJie BBl BCE 3HAETE
SI3BIKM Halll UX 0Te4ecTB?» — «He MyApeHo, MUIIOCTUBBIHM Tocyaapb, — OTBeYas OH M H e,— AKedaaus rpaHUINT C
Bymaxusim [lapcTBOM, ¢ 06114 CTSIME Y€TOBEUECKHX MO3HA HUM, 32 0Ty KIeH I, MeuTa HUll, n300peTenuii!»” (350—
51).
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story and another narrator—this time with the Eastern-sounding name Shabakhubosaar—who
describes the vicissitudes of his own life during this apocalypse in great detail. WWhen at the end
of the chapter the supposed hieroglyphs are in fact revealed to be mere natural formations in the
rock, the entire imaginative edifice constructed by the narrator collapses.

These various versions of narratorial alterity serve several functions. They add an extra
layer of distance or mediation between the author and the reader, as well as an increased
fictionality, which allows for the presentation of political arguments that censorship would not
have allowed in more direct works of social commentary. This strategy would then be connected
to the technique of Aesopian language or concealed meaning often attributed to science fiction.
Second, and more importantly in my view, the framing of the stories draws readers into the
global context, allowing them to critique Russian society from different imperial or national
perspectives. As in the satirical device of an imagined foreign perspective employed by
Montesquieu in Persian Letters (Lettres persanes, 1721)—in essence, a form of estrangement—

outsides observer highlights the absurdity of what is normally seen as commonplace.

1.10 Kiukhelbeker and Senkovsky: Technology and Knowledge

A key inspiration of many science fiction stories in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries was the hot-air balloon or aerostat. On November 21, 1783, a balloon
designed by the Montgolfier brothers had achieved the first-ever untethered, manned flight,
causing an immediate sensation across Europe. André-Jacques Garnerin, accompanied by his

wife, conducted the first balloon flight in Russia on June 20, 1803, which took off from the
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Cadet Corps garden in Saint Petersburg and was witnessed by Alexander 1.84 Fiction writers
began to propose a slew of extravagant uses for this new vehicle, including military ones.

Kiukhelbeker took advantage of this new technology and its associations with France.
The narrator in Land of the Headless is walking along the Champs-Elysées when he sees a
balloonist, “a successor to Montgolfier,” who is challenging bystanders to join him in his
balloon. The narrator accepts the challenge and soon is flying high, filled with a rapture similar
to that of Narsim. He quotes an unnamed Greek Pythagorean philosopher: “I will forever be a
rising star: neither time nor space will hold me back; I will soar—and there will be no limits to
my soaring!8 Modern scientific questions also appear when the narrator faints because of the
low air density in the upper atmosphere, which serves as one justification to interpret the entire
following story as a dream.

The narrator in Kiukhelbeker’s story, despite its heavy satire, also maps onto the type of
the colonial ethnographer attempting to understand the strange bodies and customs of the
natives—who allegorically represent members of his own society. Such a reading is prepared by
an unusual paragraph inserted at the beginning over the story before the lunar trip:

But recently my friend Lieutenant M. . .8 returned to Moscow. He told me so many

wonderful things about Siberia, about mammoth horns and bones, about shamans and the
northern lights, that he encouraged me somewhat concerning my own journey. In

84 EI'mira Ashirova, “Polet nad Rossiei: 215 let nazad frantsuz Andre-Zhak Garneren vosparil nad Sankt-
Peterburgom,” Rodina, June 20, 2018, https://rg.ru/2018/06/20/20-iiunia-1803-goda-sostoialsia-pervyj-v-rossii-
polet-na-vozdushnom-share.html.

85 “ITo cmeptu 6yy Gypero, ¢ KOHIA 3€MIIM IPOHECYCh B KOHEI[ 3€MIIU; YIIa MOsI OOPETET A3bIK B 32 BHIBA HASIX,
HalileT Teo B okeaHax Bo3ayxa! Miu Het, Oyay 3BE3/1010 BOBEK BOCXO/IAIICIO: HH BPEMs, HH IPOCTPAHCTBO HE
yAEPIKUT MEHSI; BOCMAPIO — U He OyeT mpeeoB Moemy napenuto!” (144).

86\, D. Rakand N. M. Romanov identify this as the polar explorer Fyodor Matiushkin (1799-1872), who attended
the Tsarskoe Selo Lyceum along with Kiukhelbeker and Pushkin. V. K. Kiukhel'beker, Sochineniia, ed. V. D. Rak
and N. M. Romanov (Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1989), 530n2.
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addition, the other day | reread the world-renowned, marvelous, but true adventures of
the Englishman Gulliver. Will you really encounter more improbabilities in my story?87

Kiukhelbeker jocularly juxtaposes his and Jonathan Swift’s fantastic works with the real
experiences of an imperial explorer of Siberia, but the implication is that the real-life experiences
of imperial encounter can seem strange and unrealistic as well.

In Senkovsky’s novel, different types of knowledge are foregrounded in the four different
journeys. Although in the first part, “Autumn Boredom,” the narrator remains in St. Petersburg,
he laments his former stupidity in leaving his fatherland to explore the world:

I have visited the four parts of the world, traveled all around the Earth, been to Sweden

and Golconda, to France and Kamchatka, to Constantinople and Washington; | have seen

everything that is curious and worthy of attention in the world—in a word, Chinese
people, pyramids, and monkeys; | have seen naked people and live herring, kangaroos
and English missionaries; | have even seen how coffee, tea, sugar, and rum grow.28
Here the various objects of the global traveler’s gaze are collapsed into one overwhelming,
parodic list that includes human beings, animals, places, and goods. Note, however, that English
missionaries, normally representatives of Europe and agents of colonialism, are thrown together
with more typical objects of nineteenth-century science, such as “naked people” and kangaroos.

Baron Brambeus is thus placed at a dominant position even above the normal agents of imperial

power.

87 “Ho memaBHO BO3BpaTHICA B MOCKBY MOii mpusaTens neiiTeHanT M. . . OH CTONBKO MHE PacCcKa3bIBall 4yeCHOTO
00 Cubupu, 06 MAMOHTOBBIX pOraX U KOCTSX, 00 MIaMaHaX ¥ CEBEPHOM CHSIHUH, YTO HECKOJIBKO 000APHIT MEHS
HacyeT MOEro cOOCTBEHHOIo myTewecTBus. K ToMy ke Ha AHSX 5 mepedell BCeMY CBETY U3BECTHBIE, AUBHbIE, HO
CIpaBe/IUBBIC IIOXOXKICHU aHINIMYaHUHA ['yuinBepa. Yikenu B MOeM [TOBECTBOBA HUH BCTPETHUINE OoJiee
HeBeposTHocTei?” (349)

88 “s] moceTnn 4ETHIPE 9aCTH CBETA, 00BEXall BOKPYT BCIO 3eMIII0, 6611 B IlIBemuu 1 ["okonae, Bo ®paHIuu U
KawmuaTke, B Llapsrpane u Bammarrone; Bumen Bce, 9T0 TOIBKO €CTh TIOOOMBITHOTO U JOCTOHHOTO BHUMAHHUS B
MHUpE,— CIIOBOM, KHTaHIeB, MTUPaMHUIBI K 00€3bsIH; BHJEI TOJIBIX JOJISH 1 )KUBBIX CENBJICH, KEHIYPY W a HTTHACKUX
MHCCHOHEPOB; Aaxe BUeN, Kak pacteT kode, yaif, caxap u pom” (35).
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The second part, “Poetic Journey around the World,” in which the narrator travels from
Ukraine to Constantinople, similarly focuses on the ethnic diversity of these spaces, and how the
narrator assimilates that complexity into an overarching view of the world. For example, after
spending time in Odessa, the narrator concludes: “Education is a French tailcoat, an English
beefsteak, Cypriot wine, a Turkish pipe, Russian bankruptcy law, + (plus) Italian actresses, —
(minus) a taste for reading, = (equals) great fun!8 Senkovsky humorously moves from the items
more typically prized by the European gentleman before throwing in more outlandish ones—
including an ironic rejection of the value of literature. This strange cornucopia, Senkovsky
implicitly argues, is only possible in these Russo-Ottoman borderlands.

The political, cultural, and geographic aspects of these spaces combine to produce
heterotopias, characterized by an intriguing otherness and liminality. For example, the narrator is
trapped in the Odessa quarantine, which he describes as follows:

This is an enchanted country, with an enchanted way of thinking and ephemeral, fantastic

customs. This is one of the outskirts of Constantinople, torn off by a storm from the

shores of the Bosphorus along with a huge piece of the Ottoman mind and the refuse of
the dominant opinions of Pera, then thrown by the waves onto the “Flea Steppe” of the

Russian Empire.®0
This place transcends the conventional boundaries separating nations and cultures. It is a
fragment of Constantinople—echoing the existing fusion of West and East prevalent in the

cosmopolitan foreigners’ district of Pera (Beyoglu) —mysteriously transplanted into another,

equally hybrid landscape: the vast Ukrainian steppe. Yet, this geographical dislocation is

89 “O6pazoBaHHOCTL — (DpaHILy3CKUit Ppak, aHIIHICKUIT OUPCTEK, KUITPCKOE BUHO, TypelKas TpyOKa, pycCKuii
0GaHKPOTCKUH yCcTaB, + (IUTI0C) UTAJIBSIHCKHE aKTPUCH], — (MHHYC) BKYyC K YTCHHIO, = (MTOTO) O4eHb Beceso!” (44)

90 “310 cTpaHa 3aKOJI0BAHHAS, C 3AKOJIJI0BA HHBIM 0OGPa30M MBICJIEH U BpEMEHHBIMHU, ()2 HTACTHYECKUMU TTPABAMH.
3710 oxHO U3 mpeaMectuil KoncTaHTHHOMOIS, copBaHHOE Oypero ¢ Geperos bochopa BMecTe ¢ OrpoMHOIO OIOCOI0
yMa OTTOMaHCKOTO M IpsI3raMH TOCHO/ICTBYoUHX B [lepe MHeHHI U BHIOpOILICHHOE BOJIHAMH Ha «BIIOIIHHY O
crenb» Poccuiickoit Umnepun” (46).
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paralleled by a spiritual shift—transplantation of the Ottoman mentality. The catalyst for this
transfer is a storm, a versatile metaphor that interweaves the fantasy already suggested by the
word “enchanted,” the literal storminess of the Black Sea, and the allegorical turbulence of
Russo-Ottoman conflict into a single potent image.

But of most relevance to the question of “uncharted territories” is the third part,
“Scholarly Journey to Bear Island,” which foregrounds and satirizes the concept of academic
knowledge of the world and its history. It relies on the reader’s knowledge of European
exploration and discoveries, such as Jean-Jacques Champollion’s decipherment of the Rosetta
Stone. More specifically, the account mentions the real eighteenth-century German naturalists
and explorers Pallas and Gmelin, but invents references to their works that supposedly describe
the fictional Bear Island and its “Painted Chamber” (69—70). The fact that much of the real
exploration of these territories was done by Germans and other western Europeans under the
service of the Russian Empire such as the Danish navigator Vitus Bering serves as an impetus for
the inclusion in this section of a German scientist, Dr. Spurtzmann, a parodic academic figure,
obsessed with making paleontological discoveries. He is enthusiastically drawn into the
narrator’s supposed decipherment of the story written in Egyptian hieroglyphs, interrupting the
narrative at various points with his own observations. In the end, it is the third member of the
expedition, the rational Russian scientist Ivan Antonovich Strabinskikh, who throws cold water

on the whole story by announcing that the hieroglyphs are nothing more than stalagmites.

1.11 Kiukhelbeker and Senkovsky: Imperial Expansion

The topic of imperial conquest occurs in an unusual form in Senkovsky’s “Scientific
Journey to Bear Island.” In the hieroglyphic story that the narrator finds (or imagines) on the

wall of the Painted Chamber, he learns that the people of that country were waging a war with
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their neighbors, the land of Shakh-Shukh, inhabited by black people, which Dr. Spurtzmann
identifies as the present-day island of Novaya Zemlya. The character Professor Shimshik
declares that he has learned the true purpose of the war, which is “to restrict the excessive
freedom of the female sex™:
We’ve embarked on this war for this sole purpose. Everything is thought out and
provided for in the best possible way. We hope to enslave half a million Moors [arapy]
and make them into a formidable army of eunuchs. They’ll be brought here as prisoners
of war and distributed among the houses, under the pretext of quartering them, but with
one of them for each married couple. With their help, on the appointed day, we’ll seize
our wives, lock them in their bedrooms, and put trustworthy guards at the doors. Then the
high priest and I, in spite of our old age, mean to marry young women and enjoy real
conjugal felicity. But I implore you, don’t tell anyone in the world about this, or you’ll
ruin the whole affair. If we don’t do this, then—you’ll see!—the greatest disaster may
happen, not only with us, but also with the whole human race, and with our whole planet,
all because of women!. . .91
In one brief monologue Shimshik presents a fantasy of imperialistic domination, enslavement,
and patriarchal control, all connected to a pre-apocalyptic view of the world. This outrageous
plan ultimately ends up failing when the people of Shakh-Shukh, enraged by the threat of
castration, end up winning the war (113).
This episode connects to several layers in the deeply nested story. The fantasy of
enslavement is put in the words of Shimshik—who is ridiculed throughout the story as a

hunchbacked, conceited buffoon—so at first glance we may dismiss this as the mere ravings of a

madman. But if we examine the frame one step up—the hieroglyphic story—we see how

91 Myl IpeANPHHESIM 3Ty BOWHY €IMHCTBEHHO JUIs 3TOM Ieau. Bee 061yMaHO, IIpeyCMOTPEHO Kak HEeJIb3s JTy4IIE.
MpblI HaieeMcst TopabOTUTh MOJMUIUIHOHA aPAToB U COCTABHThH U3 HUX TPO3HYIO a pMHIO €BHYX0B. OHM Oy IyT
MPUBE/ICHBI CIOJIa B BUJI€ BOCHHOIUIEHHBIX U PACIPEAETIEHBI [0 JOMaM, MO TPEITOTOM KBAPTHPHI, IO OJHOMY
YeJI0BEKY Ha BCAKOE CYIPYKECTBO. [IpH MOMOIIN MX B Ha3HAYEHHBIH JI€Hb MBI CXBATHM HAIIUX XKEH, 3a1IPEM HX B
CTANBHAX M MPUCTABUM K IBEPAM HaJIEXKHBIX cTpaskeil. Torma u st ¢ BEJIMKUM KPEIOM, XOTh CTa PUKH, HIMEEM B BULY
JKEHUTBCS Ha MOJIOJIBIX JEBYIIKAX U OyeM BKyIIaTh HACTOSIIEE CYIpyKeckoe cuactre. Ho 3aknnnar teds, He
TOBOPH O TOM HHKOMY B CBETe, HOO UCIIOPTHUIND BCe Je70. EXenn Mbl 3TOT0 He cliefiaeM, TO — YBHAUIID! — HO
TOJIBKO C HAMH, HO M CO BCEM POJIOM YEIOBEUCCKIM, H C €00 HAICIO TUIAHETOI0 MOKET CIIYIUThCS N3-38 JKEHIHH
Benmuaiimee 6encraue!.. (85)
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Shimshik’s misogyny is echoed by the narrator, Shabakhubosaar, who throughout the
hieroglyphic story engages in a tumultuous, dysfunctional relationship with his capricious
fiancée and eventually wife. Shabakhubosaar might thus be tempted to support the war program
described by Shimshik.

At the level up in the framing, the “Scholarly Journey to Bear Island” narrated by
Brambeus, Shimshik’s, and Shabakhubosaar’s misogyny seems to be explicitly rejected. In his
interruptions of the story, Spurtzmann attempts to defend the honor of women by asking
Brambeus, in his translation of the hieroglyphs, to add parenthetical qualifiers to any potentially
offensive generalizations about the female sex, for example: “All our (antediluvian or fossil)
women are terrible flirts.”®? But this distance created between the antediluvian narrator and
Baron Brambeus falls apart when we learn that he imagined the hieroglyphic story, suggesting
that the misogyny and Orientalist fantasy are actually the products of his own imagination. This
maneuver then brings into question Senkovsky’s own thoughts on these subjects. As mentioned
above, Senkovsky used the pseudonym Brambeus in his non-fictional writings, encouraging an
identification of the narrator with the author even in this text. In a more biographical reading, one
could compare Brambeus’s faulty science with Senkovsky’s own Orientalist writings, and
Brambeus’s (and Shabakhubosaar’s) marital problems to Senkovsky’s own—according to his
biographer Valentin Kaverin, Senkovsky entered into a marriage of convenience while in love
with his wife’s older, married sister.9% By enabling these layers of interpretation, Senkovsky

engages in a complex game with the reader, which is appropriate for someone who was

92 “Bce mamm (IpeanoTONHbIE WM HCKOIIAEMBIE) JKEHIIMHBI YoKa CHble KoKeTKn” (84).

93 V. Kaverin, Baron Brambeus: Istoriia Osipa Senkovskogo, zhurnalista, redaktora Biblioteki dlia chteniia
(Leningrad: lzdatel'stvo pisatelei, 1929), 98.
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convinced of the commercial potential of mass literature and thus especially oriented to the

reader’s response to the different genres he experimented with in his book.

1.12 Conclusion

Despite the fact that some of them were popular at the time, later Russian and Russianist
critics excluded these works from the core canon of Russian literature, whether because of their
fragmentariness, the authors’ biographical status as outsiders, or simply the changing tastes of
readers. Nevertheless, spatial fantasy continued to be developed in the late nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. By the middle of the century, the lunar journey was well established as
science fictional plot, finding new life in the anonymous Stroll to the Moon (Progulka v Lunu,
1839) and Semyon Diachkov’s Journey to the Moon in a Wonderful Machine (Puteshestvie na
Lunu v chudnoi mashine, 1844).94

The four authors discussed in this chapter make use of the device of travel to uncharted
territories to link the imaginative act of literary creation and the reality of an expanding world of
competing empires. Whether in the form of programmatic utopias or more subtle satires, these
works transpose Russian imperial ideologies of empire and state control to imaginary new realms
through an intricate layering of narrative frames. Through this process writers provided their
readers with increasingly sophisticated ways to understand the problems of their day, including
the nature and importance of Russian and European identities and the ethics of imperial conflict

and expansion.

94 «progulka v Lunu,” Syn otechestva 8 (1839): 127-64; Semen D'iachkov, Puteshestvie na Lunu v chudnoi mashine,
s opisaniem tamoshnikh stran, obychaev i raznykh redkostei (Moscow: Tipografiia Lazarevskogo instituta
vostochnykh iazykov, 1844).
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Chapter 2: The Expected and Unexpected in Future Fiction

As discussed in the introduction, contemporary science fiction relies heavily on readers’
familiarity with established conventions. When engaging with earlier texts that exhibit elements
reminiscent of the modern genre, it is productive to examine the ways in which our expectations
as consumers of science fiction are fulfilled or not. This chapter examines the emergence of the
future fiction in early nineteenth-century Russia. Out of the three types of fantastic travel |
discuss, this one has the most claim to be true science fiction, for which a future setting is often
considered essential. After reviewing the conventions of future fiction and how it filtered into
Russia from Western Europe in the eighteenth century, | investigate three nineteenth-century
novellas written by Vilgelm Kiukhelbeker, Faddei Bulgarin, and Vladimir Odoevsky. Although
these works do not completely align with modern science fiction expectations and exhibit
variations in terms of style and content, they share common thematic elements, most notably a
profound preoccupation with the fate of nations and empires in distant futures.

Temporal and spatial fantasies are often intertwined, as we can see if we return look at
Pushkin’s “Monument” poem in more detail. Pushkin’s engagement with the question of time is

indicated first of all by his shifts in grammatical tense, here indicated in the rightmost column:

Russian Literal translation Tense

S mamsaTHUK ceOe BO3ABUT I have raised myself a monument not built by  Past
HEPYKOTBOPHBIH, human hands;

K Hemy He 3apacTér HapoaHas The people’s path to it will not be overgrown;  Future
TpoOIIa,

Bo3zuéccs BhITE OH TJIABOIO With its unyielding head, it has risen higher Past
HEOKOPHOH

AJeKcaH IpUIiCKOTO CTOIIIA. Than the Alexandrian pillar.

Her, Bechb 51 He ymMpy — nymia B No, I will not die entirely—my soul in the Future
3aBETHOM JIUpE cherished lyre

Moii mpax mepexuBET U TICHBS Will outlive my dust and escape decay—
yOKUT —
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Russian

W cinaBen 6yL[y s, TOKOJIb B
HOIUIYHHOM MI/Ipe

JKuB OyneT XOTh OIMH TTUHT.

Ciyx 000 MHE TpOMAET 1O BCEi
Pycwu Benmkoi,

W Ha30BET MEHA BCAK CyLIMU B HEU

SI3BIK,

U ropaplii BHYK cliaBsH, 1 QUHH, U

HBIHE TUKOH
TyHryc, 1 Apyr CTenel KaaMbIK.

U nonro 6yny Tem mobeseH s
Hapoay,

Uro uyBcTBa 100OpHIE 5 IMPOi
mpoOy>Kaall,

Y10 B MOI )KECTOKHM BEK
BocciaBmi st CBoOoIy

W MumocTh K maaimmm npu3bBall.

Benensto boxwuto, o my3a, Oy
MOCITyIITHA,

OO6ubl He cTpalack, He TpeOys
BEHIIA,

XBaly U KJIEBETY IPUEMIIH
PABHOJYILIHO

U He ocniopuBaii rirynna.?®

In the first four stanzas Pushkin thus alternates between past-tense constructions

Literal translation

And | shall be renowned, as long as in the

sublunary world
At least one poet remains alive.

Word of me will pass through all of great

Russia,

And every tongue in it will name me—

The proud grandson of the Slavs, and the Finn,

and the now-wild Tungus,

And the Kalmyk, the friend of the steppes.
And long shall I be dear to the people,

Because | awakened kind feelings with my

lyre,

Because in my cruel age, | praised Freedom
And called for mercy for the fallen.

O muse, be obedient to God’s will;

Fearing no offense, demanding no wreath,

Accept praise and slander indifferently

And do not argue with a fool.

Tense

Future

Future

Past

Present

describing the erection of his verse monument and future ones describing its future legacy,

before ending with a present-tense invocation of the muse. The past in the poem is the realm of

engagement with the political or the moral, depending on our interpretation of some key lines.

The “Alexandrian pillar” based on the structure of the word logically refers to a monument in

ancient Alexandria, such the long-destroyed lighthouse or the still-standing Pompey’s Column,

95 pushkin, “Puteshestvie v Arzrum vo vremia pokhoda 1829 goda,” in Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 2:460.
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but it has also been interpreted as a reference to the Alexander Column erected in 1834 on Palace
Square in Saint Petersburg.?8 Also disputed is the phrase “mercy for the fallen,” which could
refer specifically to the quality of mercy in general or specifically to the Decembrists.®” The
future, by contrast, is a newly imagined world—a future fiction. As discussed in chapter 1, in
creating his future, Pushkin brushes over the actual process of colonization but arrives at its
result: a multiethnic empire that is united at least by language and poetry. One verse explicitly
plays into the imperialist discourse of progress from primitiveness to civilization: the “now-wild”

Tungus will join in the sophisticated crowd of peoples remembering Pushkin’s name.

2.1 Conventions of Modern Time Travel and Future Fiction

Just as in Pushkin’s poem, fiction with a future setting often also includes references to
the author’s present, and sometimes to the past. In modern science fiction, this is sometimes
accomplished through explicit time travel within the narrative. A character from our present can
travel to the past or the future, but it is also common to have characters travel from the past or
the future to our present. There are even more complicated temporal possibilities, in which
someone from the past travels to the future, someone from the future travels to the even more
distant future, and so on. Science fiction television series have included many of these

combinations. For example, the characters in the original series of Star Trek, who live in the

9 For one recent entry into the debate, see V. M. Esipov, “Aleksandrovskaia kolonna ili Aleksandriiskii maiak,”
Moskovskii pushkinist, no. 12 (2009): 260-69.

97V, M. Esipov, “Dva etiuda: ‘Milost’ k padshim...’; Pochemu Italiia?,” Voprosy literatury, no. 3 (1999): 60-73.
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twenty-third century, travel back not only to the 1960s—the original viewers’ present—but also,
in one episode, to 1930.%8

Before the late nineteenth century, literature presented a far narrower scope of
possibilities for time travel narratives. According to Bud Foote, fictions concerning travel into
the past did not emerge before the nineteenth century. This could be attributed to the premodern
concept of time, bound to causality and linear history, did not accommodate such a notion, even
as a fantasy. As Foote writes, “all experience, all common sense, all morality, all religion would
have made the whole idea unthinkable.”®® There were occasional devices that created fantastical
connections to the past, such as the concept of talking to the souls of the dead, as Odysseus does
in book 11 of the Odyssey.

Foote identifies two distinct evolutionary stages in the development of narratives
concerning actual journeys into the past. In the initial phase, characters voyaged to the past
without intending to alter it, a famous example being Ebenezer Scrooge in Dickens’s A
Christmas Carol (1843). As the first example of such travel Foote names an anonymous story
from 1838: “An Anachronism, or Missing One’s Coach,” in which the narrator travels from the
nineteenth century to the eighth and has a conversation with the Venerable Bede, the Anglo-

Saxon theologian and historian.1°° The second phase introduces a narrative shift, featuring time

98 Memory Alpha, s.v. “Time Travel,” accessed August 6, 2023, https://memory-
alpha.fandom.com/wiki/Time_travel.

99 Bud Foote, The Connecticut Yankee in the Twentieth Century: Travel to the Past in Science Fiction (New York:
Greenwood Press, 1991), 13.

100 «“An Anachronism; or, Missing One’s Coach,” The Dublin University Magazine: A Literary and Political Joumal
11,n0.66 (June 1838): 701-12.
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travel characters actively seeking to modify the past. Foote argues that the progenitor of this
genre was Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889).101

There is in fact a slightly earlier example in Russian literature: Aleksandr Veltman’s The
Forebears of Kalimeros: Alexander, son of Philip of Macedon (Predki Kalimerosa: Aleksandr
Filippovich Makedonskii, 1836), in which the narrator travels to ancient Greece and neighboring
areas on a hippogriff. This work contains not only visions of the past but also some episodes in
which the narrator influences past events, for example by kidnapping the Pythia—the high
priestess of Delphi—and claiming that “the historians who attribute the kidnapping of the young
Pythia to the Thessalian Ithicrates [Echecrates] are mistaken.”1%2 This past alteration, however, is
subsumed by the overall highly digressive and disjointed context, which is very distant from the
realistic structure of Twain’s novel or most modern time travel stories and films. Foote’s general
point about the late arrival of past-oriented time travel fiction remains convincing.

To be considered science fiction in the modern sense, a time travel story needs to explain
how the travel happens. Many recent stories refer to a physical time machine, often relying on
recent technological developments to give an air of credibility. In H. G. Wells’s seminal novel
The Time Machine (1895), the machine is metallic and mechanical, with levers to move forward
and backward in time. More recent works often draw on the strange world of quantum mechanics
or other theories that are obscure to the general public, but they remain a classic novum as

defined by Darko Suvin—a new invention that allows for a change in the way the world

101 Foote, The Connecticut Yankee in the Twentieth Century, 13.

102 A F. Vel'tman, Predki Kalimerosa: Aleksandr Filipovich Makedonskii (N. Stepanov, 1836), 13.
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works.193 Another option is the “timeslip,” a movement in time caused by some apparent
accident, such as a blow on the head in Twain’s Connecticut Yankee. Modern science fiction
merely set in this future, however, does not have this requirement: readers accept the future
setting just as they would a realistic novel set in a fictional town. As | explore below, earlier
stories tend to blend these two subgenres: they are future fiction with some elements of time
travel, and the devices employed for the time travel are quite diverse.

Apart from the technology of the time machine, the reader of a modern story set in the
future expects to see detailed descriptions of future technology and a focus on how new
inventions change society. Some of the early Russian writers | analyze do describe future
technology, sometimes making surprisingly accurate predictions, but others make little or no
reference to technology, focusing instead on societal changes that occurred in ways unrelated to
scientific progress.

One of the most notable elements of contemporary time travel stories is a focus on the
question of contingency. The characters in these stories become aware that even the smallest
actions can change future events; actions taken to prevent one catastrophe may produce another.
Authors of time travel fiction also have to confront certain paradoxes, such as the grandfather
paradox, which poses the question of what happens is someone travels back in time and kills his
own grandfather, or the bootstrap paradox, in which certain events seem to be taking place in a
causal loop that has no discernible origin. These considerations are completely ignored in the
early Russian time travel stories, partly because they do not involve time travel to the past, in

which these paradoxes are more apparent.

103 Darko Suvin, Positions and Presuppositions in Science Fiction (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 1988),
37.
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The absence of a notion of contingency connects to perhaps the most significant
difference between modern time travel stories and early Russian examples: plot movement and
character development. In modern time travel stories, characters often execute this travel in order
to solve a problem or to gain information. They interact with other characters and usually
actively influence the past or future in certain ways, sometimes creating paradoxes. In contrast to
this, the stories | analyze here are relatively static visions of the future. They are expositions of
future worlds, and the characters that figure in the stories do not undergo any real development

or change the world in any significant way.

2.2 History of Future Fiction in Europe and Russia

Although examples of stories set in the future started to appear sporadically as early as
the seventeenth century, they only became popular in the late eighteenth century. Many of these
works were utopias, drawing on a long tradition of geographic utopias going back to Thomas
More’s Utopia. As I. F. Clarke notes, over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
“time replaced space and [. . .] in consequence, the geographies of utopian fiction evolved into
the historiographies of a new literature.1%4 We could link this more generally to broader historical
developments: the spatial utopia was connected with the Age of Discovery and the possibility of
strange new worlds, whereas the temporal utopia was connected with the industrial revolution
and the accelerating pace of technological change.

The genre of future fiction attained a peak in popularity through Louis-Sébastien

Mercier’s 1771 novel The Year 2440, a Dream if There Ever Was One (L ‘An 2440, réve s’il en

1041 F. Clarke, ed., British Future Fiction (London: Routledge, 2016), 1:ix.
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fut jamais), which went through at least twenty-five editions.1%® In this prerevolutionary
bestseller, the narrator travels five centuries into the future, discovering a utopian society
embodying the principles of Rousseau and other Enlightenment thinkers. Later editions
incorporated historical and technological developments. As the Montgolfier brothers’ hot-air
balloon was hard to ignore for someone intent on accurately predicting future life, Mercier’s
revised 1786 edition included an additional chapter focusing on this aerial apparatus, presenting
it as a tool for rapid travel and potential climate regulation. This increased focus on technology
in future fiction was followed by other authors, most notably the German writer Julius von Voss,
whose novel Ini: A Novel from the Twenty-First Century (1810) included a whole range of
fantastic technology: “balloons towed by eagles, mail containers shot from city to city,
submarine troops and diving machines, underground cities with artificial lighting.”106

The genre of future fiction quickly spread to Russia. Mercier’s novel, in particular,
received several mentions in the Russian press, and in 1788, two excerpts translated into Russian
were published in the journal Morning Hours (Utrennie chasy) by Ivan Rakhmaninov, who had
also translated and popularized the works of Voltaire.19” The genre had already become popular
enough by the 1820s that Bulgarin, in a note at the beginning of his Plausible Fables, felt the

need to include a note acknowledging that many before him had “traveled forth on the wings of

105 Robert Darnton, The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary France (W. W. Norton, 1996), 115.
106 Clarke, British Future Fiction, xxviii.
107 p, R. Zaborov, “Utopicheskii roman Mers’e,” in God dve tysiachi chetyresta sorokovoi: Son, kotorogo,

vozmoshno, i ne bylo, by Louis-Sébastien Mercier, ed. A. L. Andres and P. R. Zaborov (Leningrad: Nauka, 1977),
189-208.
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imagination to future centuries,” and he mentions Mercier and Voss as writers who “particularly
distinguished” themselves.108

But Russian writers had also already begun to compose utopian or future visions. The
first fictional utopia of the Russian Enlightenment appears to be Aleksandr Sumarokov’s brief
sketch Dream: A Happy Society (Son, shchastlivoe obshchestvo), published in 1759 in the first
private Russian journal, The Industrious Bee.1%° The dream has only a perfunctory real-world
framing, beginning with “once, while falling asleep” and ending with the narrator being awoken
by the sound of church bells. The bulk of the text consists of a static description of a prosperous,
utopian future society, with strict moral conventions and a system of merit, which does not,
however, seem to have eliminated class entirely. The text also satirizes specific legal problems
and, similarly to Shcherbatov’s and Lyovshin’s works, includes Masonic allusions.110 The text is
narrated in the present tense and, though clearly directed at Catherine Il and her advisers, is not
explicitly tied to any particular time or place. Nevertheless, the text represents an early use of the
dream device, which would become a common way to introduce future utopias.

The first utopia written in Russian and explicitly set in the future appears in Radishchev’s
Journey from Petersburg to Moscow (Puteshestvie iz Peterburga v Moskvu, 1790), which despite

its reputation as a political treatise concerned with showing Russia’s problems as they are, is in

108 “He xouy mpucBauBaTh cebe UyKOTo U IPU3HAIOCH NIEPe]] YNTATENAMH, UTO yKE MHOTHUE TIPEKIE MEHS

My CKaJINCh CTPAHCTBOBATH Ha KPBUIbSIX BOOOpakeHUs B Oyayinue Beka. M3BecTHBIN (PpaHIly3CcKuid HcaTeab Mepche
u Hemenkuii FOmuii por @occ ocobenno oTimyminuck B céM poae.” Faddei Bulgarin, “Pravdopodobnye nebylitsy, ili
stranstvovanie po svetu v dvatsat’ deviatom veke,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, ed. M. D. OlI'khin, vol. 6 (St.
Petersburg: K. Zhernakov, 1843), 85n. Future parenthetical references to Plausible Fables refer to this edition.

109 Aleksandr Sumarokov, “Son shchastlivoe obshchestvo,” Trudoliubivaia pchela, no. 12 (December 1759).

110 1y, V. Slozhenikina, “‘Son, shchastlivoe obshchestvo’ A. P. Sumarokova: K probleme verbalnogo koda russkogo
masonskogo teksta,” Vestnik Volgogradskogo universiteta: seriia 2, iazykoznanie 14, no. 2 (2011): 35-39.
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fact a work of fiction that contains many detours into the realm of fantasy, including time
travel.1'! As Kahn and Reyfman argue, the focus on the Journey as a political treatise—and
particularly Radishchev’s recruitment by Soviet critics as a proto-revolutionary—has obscured
its unique literary features, including a Bakhtinian polyphony of discourses, which allows it to
present several competing perspectives on Russian society and its place within the sphere of the
European Enlightenment.112

In the chapter “Bronnitsy,” the narrator comes across the former site of a pagan Slavic
temple. He mentally travels into the past and hears the voice of God who warns him against
wanting to know his own future and to focus on his own conscience. The narrator is inspired by
the sight of the temple to assert the unity of God under different names in human religions across
time and space.!1® A more sustained experiment with the notion of time occurs in the chapters
“Khotilov” and “Vydropusk.”*'# The narrator finds a document on the ground outside the post
station entitled “Project for the Future” (proekt v budushchem, literally “project in the future”),
which describes an unusual future utopia: it presents a version of Russia that is more developed
but still not perfect, from the reformist perspective: serfdom has not yet been abolished. And yet,
even disregarding the title, clear evidence indicates that this is not the Russia of Radishchev’s

time: the clergy supports abolition, natural law is being taught in schools, and the hot-air balloon

111 Aleksandr Nikolaevich Radishchev, Puteshestvie iz Peterburga v Moskvu (St. Petersburg: [Tipografiia
Radishcheva], 1790).

112 Andrew Kahn and Irina Reyfman, introduction to Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow, by Alexander
Radishchev (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), XX—XXii.

113 Aleksandr Nikolaevich Radishchev, Puteshestvie iz Peterburga v Moskvu; Vo/'nost' (Sankt-Peterburg: Nauka,
1992), 35-36.

114 Radishchev, Puteshestvie, 66—74, 76—79.
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is mentioned as an “eighteenth-century invention.” In contrast to the common twentieth-century
view of Radishchev as a radical revolutionary, the “Project for the Future” in fact proposes a
gradual, peaceful reform. Unlike Sumarokov’s abstract utopia, Radishchev’s text contains more
references to real world history and geopolitics. Radishchev’s “citizen of the future” decries
expansionism and colonialism, arguing that a country’s blessedness should be judged not by
military glory, order, or wealth, but by the happiness of its own citizens. As examples of immoral
conquest, the citizen brings up the European conquest of America (and use of slaves) and
Alexander the Great’s conquests (it appears that Catherine 11, probably justly, read this as an
attack on her own expansionism).

The tradition of the progressive future utopia was continued by the future Decembrist
revolutionary Aleksandr Ulybyshev, who read his French story A Dream (Un réve) at a meeting
of the Green Lamp society in 1819. The narrator, in a dream, arrives in St. Petersburg some three
hundred years in the future. The text has more explicit radical politics than Radishchevs’. For
example, the symbol on the future Russian flag has changed from an eagle to a phoenix: “The
two heads of the eagle that signified despotism and superstition were slaughtered, and from the
blood that gushed out of them emerged the phoenix of freedom and true belief.”*1> Nevertheless,
Ulybyshev’s utopian society has also returned to its roots, in the realm of art and literature,
where it no longer relies on imitation of Europe. Ulybyshev’s dream is interrupted by an event

that emphasizes the social problems of his day: a drunk peasant being dragged off by the police.

115 Michel Niqueux, “L’utopie décembriste de A. Ulybysev « Un réve » (1819). Publication de l'original en
frangais,” Cahiers du monde russe. Russie - Empire russe - Union soviétique et Etats indépendants 50, no. 50/4
(December 15, 2009): 737-55, https://doi.org/10.4000/monderusse.9916.
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Other than the three authors | examine in detail below, the final notable creator of time
travel fiction from the early nineteenth century is Aleksandr VVeltman, an author popular in his
day for his experimental works with copious amounts of metafictional play, use of foreign
languages, and obscure historical references. Several of his works have elements of fantastic
travel, such as The Wanderer (Strannik, 1831-32), which is framed as a journey through a map.
He produced one future fiction novel, The Year MMMCDXLVIII: The Manuscript of Martin
Zadek (MMMCDXLVIII god: Rukopis' Martyna-Zadeka).11® Martin Zadek was the supposed
Nostradamus-like author of mystical book published in Basel in 1770, in which he predicted the
fall of the Ottoman Empire. This made him popular in Russia; he is mentioned, for example, in
Pushkin’s verse novel Eugene Onegin (Evgenii Onegin, published 1825-1832).117 Veltman’s
novel is set in 3448, “about half a century after the resettlement of the Ottomans to the shores of
Libya, and soon after the transfer of the capital of the Great People from the shores of Pontus
[the Black Sea] to the site of Bosporan Rome [Constantinople].”*8 According to Boris
Bukhshtab, the novel was apparently written in haste, following the template of a historical
romance.!® Indeed, the work contains no future technology, and most of the book is taken up by
the timeless plot of an evil imposter trying to overthrow the rightful ruler. Nevertheless, the

novel does represent an interesting attempt to apply Veltman’s academic interest in ancient

116 The use of Roman numerals in the title is typical of Veltman’s eccentric style (compare Odoevsky’s use of
Arabic numerals in The Year 4338).

117V, D. Rak, “ZADEK (Zadeck) Martin, Zadeka Martyn,” in Pushkin i mirovaia literatura: Materialy k
“Pushkinskoi entsiklopedii,” ed. V. D. Rak (St. Petersburg: Nauka, 2004),
http://lib.pushkinskijdom.ru/Default.aspx?tabid=303.

118 Aleksandr Fomich Vel'tman, MMMCDXLVIII god: Rukopis’ Martyna-Zadeka, (Avgust Semén, 1833), 1:5.

119 B, Bukhshtab, “Pervye romany Vel'tmana,” in Russkaia proza, ed. B. Eikhenbaum and lu. Tynianov (Leningrad:
Academia, 1926), 220.
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history and archeology to a future setting. In particular, Veltman’s future contains a number of
references suggesting a realignment of nations and empires in the future. Bosphorania is
seemingly Slavic with some Eastern influences; he also mentions a friendly “Western tsardom”

as well as a country called “Columbia” (presumably America as a whole).

2.4 Three Key Works

The foregoing list contains many works that might be considered future fiction. They
depart, however, from the conventions of modern science fiction in significant ways. Some of
them lack narrative; for example, Sumarokov’s and Radishchev’s utopias are mere descriptions
of future societies. Others, such as Veltman’s Year MMMCDXLVIII, have narrative but do not
consider the implications of a future setting in ways we would expect. | have identified three
novellas that do fulfill these two criteria: they feature at least an elementary narrative structure
and they describe in detail the state of the future world and its connections to our own. These are
Vilgelm Kiukhelbeker’s European Letters, Faddei Bulgarin’s Plausible Fables, and Vladimir
Odoevsky’s The Year 4338.

These three authors and their works represent an interesting set in a number of ways. The
authors epitomize the homogeneous and heterogeneous aspects of the Russian nobility. They
come from three different ethnic backgrounds. Vladimir Fyodorovich Odoevsky (1804—69)
belonged to an old Russian princely family that traced itself back to the Rurikid rulers of Kievan
Rus. As noted in chapter 1, Vilgelm Karlovich Kiukhelbeker was born into the Baltic German
nobility but saw himself as Russian. The nationality of Faddei Venediktovich Bulgarin (Jan
Tadeusz Krzysztof Butharyn, 1789-1859) was more complex. Born to a noble family in the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, he identified himself in letters as a “Lithuanian” (litvin) and a

“native Pole” (prirodnyi poliak); he also, in accordance with his surname, claimed Bulgarian
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ancestry.*?? The Polish scholar Piotr Gluszkowski observes that Russian scholars tended to label
Bulgarin as Polish, while Polish scholars referred to him as Russian—both groups likely
influenced by the author’s negative reputation—but also that some Belarusian scholars claim him
as one of their own. Gluszkowski summarizes Bulgarin’s nationality as follows: “he felt he was a
Pole from historic Lithuania, a subject of the Russian Empire, and therefore also a Russian.”%!

All three writers whose work | examine in this chapter are remembered today partly
because of their associations with Aleksandr Pushkin, who befriended Kiukhelbeker in his
school days, waged a journalistic battle against Bulgarin, and collaborated with Odoevsky on the
journal The Contemporary (Sovremennik, 1836). Odoevsky also edited a publication with
Kiukhelbeker: the almanac Mnemosyne, in which some of Pushkin’s poems were published as
well.

Like more notable figures such as Pushkin, these authors had both supportive and
oppositional interactions with the Russian state. As discussed in chapter 1, Kiukhelbeker served
in the College of Foreign Affairs before being imprisoned and exiled for his role in the
Decembrist Uprising. Bulgarin has a somewhat deserved reputation of a political opportunist. In
the Napoleonic Wars, he first served in the Russian army against the French and Swedes before
joining the Polish legion of the French army, fighting in Spain, then coming back to Russia as

part of the invading forces. After his return to Russia, he collaborated to some extent with the

120 «| am Bulgarin, the Litvin who became a Russian-language writer.” Bulgarin to Teodor Narbut, Derpt, January 9,
1836, in Fadzei Bulharyn, Vybranae/Ukladanne, ed. Aliaksanr Fiaduta (Minsk: Belaruski knihazbor,2003), 435-36.
“He charges the publishers of the Northern Bee, and above all me, a native Pole, with trying to justify the Warsaw
mutineers.” Bulgarin to A. Kh. Benkendorf, St. Petersburg, December 16, 1830, in Vidok Figliarin: pis'ma i
agenturnye zapiski F. V. Bulgarina v Il otdelenie, ed. A. I. Reitblat (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 1998),
401. “My ancestors were chiefs [. . .] of the Slavic tribe of Bulgars.” Bulharyn, Vybranae/Ukladanne, 160.

121 piotr Gluszkowski, Barwy polskosci: czyli zycie burzliwe Tadeusza Butharyna (Krakdw: Towarzystwo Autorow i
Wydawcdw Prac Naukowych “Universitas,” 2018), 395.
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Russian political police, although the details of this collaboration are murkier than it would
appear from the Soviet historiography that accused him of informing on the future
Decembrists.122 Odoevsky has a more favorable reputation, but he also contributed to the police
state apparatus through his work on the Foreign Censorship Committee, where, however, he
argued for a more lenient approach to censorship.123 The Year 4338 first appeared in 1840 in
Vladimir Vladislavlev’s almanac Daybreak (Utrenniaia zaria); Odoevsky had been urged to
support this state-friendly publication by Count Benckendorff, the head of the Third Section.124
The authors had different attitudes towards an expanding literary culture and the rapid
growth of commercial journalism in the early nineteenth century. We saw in chapter 1 how
Kiukhelbeker’s political liberalism was offset by his literary conservatism, as seen in his support
for archaic language in poetry and his critique of the Romantic elegy. Bulgarin stands out in this
group by his advocacy for a commercial literature that would respond to the demands of the
public. In contrast, Odoevsky was stridently opposed to commercialization, which he saw as the
degradation of art. This debate finds echoes in their fictional works, and also foreshadows the
twentieth-century debate about whether the popularity of science fiction detracts from its

literariness.12%

122 For a source analysis and partial rehabilitation, see Piotr Gluszkowski, Barwy polskosci: czyli zycie burzliwe
Tadeusza Butharyna (Krakéw: Towarzystwo Autoréw i Wydawcow Prac Naukowych “Universitas,” 2018).

123 Andrew Kahn et al., A History of Russian Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 371,
https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780199663941.003.0026.

124y, F. Odoevskii, Povesti i rasskazy, ed. E. lu. Khin (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo khudozhestvennoi
literatury, 1959), 491.

125 For a recent article that examines the growth of commercial journalism in Petersburg as an information-
regulating network, see Yelizaveta Raykhlina, “Developing a Commercial Press in Petersburg and Moscow:
Institutions and Networks of Journalism under Alexander | and the Early Reign of Nicholas I,” Russian History 48,
nos. 3—4 (2022): 327-48.
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All three works remained unfinished, perhaps in part because the plots were not enough
to carry the story once the novelty of the future setting was exhausted. Kiukhelbeker’s novella
European Letters was published in two different journals—The Neva Spectator (Nevskii Zritel')
and The Emulator of Enlightenment and Charity (Sorevnovatel’ prosveshcheniia i
blagotvoreniia)—in 1820.126 The author’s plans for a continuation were interrupted by his
journey to Europe. Thus, as Viktor Guminsky notes, “the “fantastic’ journey of an American in
the twenty-sixth century (or the twenty-fifth, in some publications) directly preceded the real trip
of its creator to Europe.”?’ In fact, he later recorded the impressions of his real journey in book
of Travels (Puteshestvie), excerpts of which were published in 1824 and 1825.

Bulgarin’s Plausible Fables, or Wandering around the World in the Twenty-Ninth
Century (Pravdopodobnye nebylitsy, ili stranstvovanie po svetu v XXIX veke) was published in
1824 across six issues of the author’s journal Literary Leaflets.2?®8 Only a year later he published
another science fiction work with a similar title: Improbable Fables, or A Journey to the Center
of the Earth (Neveroiatnye nebylitsy, ili Puteshestvie k sredotochiiu zemli), also an allegorical
story, in which the narrator tells of falling into a huge cave and discovering three countries:

Ignorantsia, Skotinia (“land of brutes™), and Svetonia (“land of light”); the work also contains a

126 v/, K. Kiukhel’beker, “Evropeiskie pis'ma,” Nevskii zritel’ 20 (April 1820); Sorevnovatel’ prosveshcheniia i
blagotvoreniia 9 and 11 (1820). Page numbers refer to this edition: V. K. Kiukhel’beker, “Evropeiskie pis'ma,” in
Sochineniia, ed. V. D. Rak and N. M. Romanov (Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1989).

127y, Guminskii, ed., Vzgliad skvoz’ stoletiia: Russkaia fantastika XVI11 i pervoi poloviny XIX veka (Moscow:
Molodaia gvardiia, 1977), 302.

128 | jteraturnye listki, nos. 17-20, 23, 24 (1824). For a translation, see Faddei Bulgarin, “Plausible Fantasies or A

Journey in the 29th Century,” in Pre-Revolutionary Russian Science Fiction: An Anthology (Seven Utopias and a
Dream), trans. Leland Fetzer (Ann Arbor, MI: Ardis, 1982), 5-34.
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parody of Odoevsky, described as the “first philosopher” of Skotinia.t?® In 1828 he returned to
future fiction with A Scene from Private Life in AD 2028 (Ststena iz chastnoi zhizni v 2028 godu
ot Rozhdestva Khristova). In this short dramatic piece, a group assembled at the house of a
Petersburg nobleman discusses a set of Bulgarin’s works that has survived for two centuries.
They read Bulgarin’s criticism of his own society—the use of French among Russian ladies, the
hiring of foreign tutors, the dependence on foreign products—and rejoice in the fact that the
Russia of their time has resolved these problems and become a self-sufficient and nationally
confident country.

Out of the three main works | discuss here, Vladimir Odoevsky’s The Year 4338 (4338-i
god) has the most complicated textual history. Odoevsky envisaged The Year 4338 as the third
part of a proposed trilogy. The first work would be set in the time of Peter I, the second in the
present, and the third in the future.13 According to Guminsky, the ternary conception was
connected with Odoevsky’s fascination with German philosophy, in which the three phases of
human history corresponded to the Hegelian thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.'3! | would add that
this conception blends genres generally thought of as separate, in Odoevsky’s time and our own:
historical, realist, and future fiction. The first part of the trilogy was probably never written, but

excerpts of the second and third parts were published in 1835 and 1840 respectively under the

129 | éonid Heller and Michel Niqueux, Histoire de / 'utopie en Russie (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1995),
117.

130 Orest Tsekhnovitser, “Ot redaktora,” in 4338-i god: Fantasticheskii roman, by V. F. Odoevskii (Moscow:
Ogonek, 1926), 4.

131 Guminskii, Vzgliad skvoz' stoletiia, 315.
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title Petersburg Letters.132 Later it seems that Odoevsky came to think of the third part—the
future utopia—as a separate work, but he never finished it. In 1926 the Soviet literary scholar
Orest Tsekhnovitser finally published a full edition, including a preface, ten letters, and various
fragments, some of which appear to represent different stages or conceptions of the work.133
With this background in mind, let us now delve deeper into these texts to explore how
they do and do not correspond to the expectations of the modern science-fiction reader. | will
start by looking at time travel devices and how they fit into the overall narrative structure of
these works, and the related question of the presence or absence of future technology. Then I will
examine some themes that may be more developed in these works than in the average modern
science-fiction novel: the themes of geopolitics and empires, ruins, and the preservation or loss

of history.

2.5 Devices and Framing

All three authors incorporated some form of time travel in the framing of their
descriptions of future worlds. In doing so, they responded to a general taste in the nineteenth
century for framing and stories within stories, in works both fantastic and realistic. Pushkin, for
example, created an imaginary narrator to convey the stories contained in The Tales of the Late
Ivan Petrovich Belkin (Povesti pokoinogo Ivana Petrovicha Belkina)—as well as separate

narrators for each story—emphasizing this pretense with a fictional publisher’s foreword.

132 The excerpt from the second part of thetrilogy was published underthe pseudonym “V. Bezglasny” (the surname
means “mute, voiceless”): V. Bezglasnyi, “Peterburgskie pis'ma,” Moskovskii nabliudatel’,no.1 (1835): 55-69. The
excerpt from the third part (The Year 4338) was published under the author’s real name: Kn. V. Odoesvskii, “4338
God: Peterburgskie Pis'ma” in Utrenniaia zaria: Al’'manakh na 1840 god, ed. I. Viadislavlev (St. Petersburg:
Tipografiia 11 otdeleniia sobstevennoi E. I. V. kantseliarii, 1840).

133 Viadimir Fedorovich Odoevskii, 4338-i god: Fantasticheskii roman, ed. Orest Tsekhnovitser (Moscow: Ogonek,
1926).
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Framing was perhaps especially important in tales of a fantastic nature. In the eighteenth century,
as we have seen, the time travel device par excellence was the dream, a natural way to introduce
strange and fantastic things, and which could be interpreted either as nonsense or as prophecy.

Kiukhelbeker’s work has the most perfunctory time travel framing: a short preface that
proposes a mental journey into the future. The reason for this travel is the perspective it gives on
the present. The author gives a version Archimedes’s famous saying: “give me a point outside
the Earth and | will move the Earth off its axis.” In a science-fictional gesture, he imagines this
as a literal and frightening possibility: “God preserve us from such a thought!” But the outside
perspective, he argues, is needed for understanding the present; therefore, we must “be
transported in our imagination” (myslenno perenestis’, 302) into the future. This Russian idiom
most often signifies a momentary envisaging of the past, as in the lexicographer Ushakov’s
example: “myslenno perenestis' v detskie gody,” “to travel in one’s thoughts back to
childhood.”3* A more idiomatic English translation might be “to revisit one’s childhood,” using
another verb relating to travel. What is unusual here is not only the change to future time but also
the extended narrative that results from this mental act.

Bulgarin’s Plausible Fables contains a similar invocation of the imagination in the
author’s note on the first page of his work: “traveling on the wings of imagination.” He continues
by claiming an author’s right to imagine what he wishes: “But as the realm of fantasy is
exceedingly vast and everyone is allowed to wander in it without paying tribute or duties, | too

resolved to step across (in my imagination, of course) a thousand years ahead and see what our

134 D, N. Ushakov, “Perenestis’,” in Tolkovyi slovar' russkogo iazyka, vol. 3 (Moscow: Gosudarstvennyi institut
“Sovetskaia entsiklopediia,” 1939), 166.
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descendants will be doing.”3% Note how fantastic travel is contrasted here with real-world travel
with its annoyances such as customs duties (poshlina). The huge jump here described with the
verb pereshagnut', “to step across,” is reminiscent of the fairy-tale seven-league boots or their
equivalent in Slavic folklore, “fast-pace boots” (sapogi-skorokhody).

Unlike Kiukhelbeker, however, Bulgarin is not content to jump immediately to the future
time; rather, he includes an opening dialogue set in the present, between characters labeled
simply as “I” and “Friend,” who are sailing on a skiff from Petersburg to Kronstadt. These
characters debate whether the human race is improving morally and technologically. The
narrator says “it would be interesting to know what will happen to the human race in a thousand
years,” when a strong wind overturns the boat, and the narrator falls in and loses consciousness.
He wakes up in a comfortable bed; his host explains that he was found in a chalk cave wrapped
in an herb called radix vitalis; it turns out that he slept there for a thousand years. The time travel
device thus combines several elements: magic words (his final sentence), a dream state (the loss
of consciousness), a Rip Van Winkle story, and a magic plant.

As if this were not enough framing, Bulgarin adds an additional element in another voice
at the end of the story, which without any warning casts the text as a “found manuscript”:

Here the manuscript written in the Novaya Zemlya language ends and the second section

begins in a language that we have not yet been able to make out. Following the example

of Champollion, who unraveled the meaning of Egyptian hieroglyphs, we shall try to find
out the content of this manuscript and shall then inform our readers about it. (109)136

135 “Ho kak 001aCTh BRIMBIC/IA YPE3BBIYAHHO OOIIMPHA U BCAKOMY MO3BOJIEHO CTPAHCTBOBATE B Hel O€31aHHO U
OCCIOIUTHHHO, TO 51 BO3HAMEPHUIICS TaKKe MepelaruyTh (pa3ymeercs, B Booopaxenun) 3a 1000 et Buepen u
MOCMOTPETh, 4TO JeNAIOT HalK moToMku” (85n).

136 31ech pyKOMHUCH, TIHCAHHA S HA HOBO3EMIITHCKOM A3BIKE, KOHYA €TCS M HaYHHAETCSA BTOPOE OTIENCHHE Ha S3BIKE,
KOTOPOTO Jj0cesie MBI pa3o0paTs He ycnenu. [lo mpumepy llamMnonmona, pasragaBIiero CMBICT €THIIETCKUX
neponTUdoB, MBI IIOCTapaeMcs y3HATh COJepIKaHUE Cel pYKOITUCH U TOTIa COOOIIMM OHOE Ha M YUTA TEISM.
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The reference to the arctic island of Novaya Zemlya and ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs adds an
air of academic mystery, but the author does not resolve the question of why a text composed
and narrated in the first-person by a present-day Russian would be written in these two strange
languages. It is possible that this paragraph represents a different conception of the work that
somehow made its way into the publication.

The framing of Odoevsky’s The Year 4338 comes closer to modern science fiction in
drawing on elements of nineteenth-century science and pseudoscience. The story starts with an
allusion to a real-life comet, which was first recorded in 1772 and determined to be periodic in
1826 by Wilhelm von Biela (spelled V'ela by Odoevsky). The possibility of a collision with earth
had caused popular panic in 1832.137 Odoevsky uses this occurrence to assign a date to his story:
4338, a year before the expected catastrophic return of the comet in 4339. The frame narrator
happens to have an acquaintance who is a master of mesmerism, who can enter into a
somnambulist state and mentally travel to any time or place and report on what he sees there.

The concept of somnambulism or sleepwalking relates directly to the earlier tradition of
dream time travel. By Odoevsky’s time, mesmerism, or animal magnetism, once practiced by
Franz Anton Mesmer in the late eighteenth century, had fallen into disrepute after a French royal
commission condemned the practice. Nevertheless, questions about the influence of magnetism
on the human mind remained, which provided some pseudoscientific trappings for Odoevsky’s

story. Like dreams, this device also involves some ambiguity. The somnambulist himself admits

137 |saac Asimov, Asimov’s Guide to Halley’s Comet (New York: Walker, 1985), 46.
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that his vision is sometimes deceptive, since “it is always more or less under the influence of our
present understandings.”38 The narrator nevertheless argues for the essential truth of the vision.

Both Kiukhelbeker’s and Odoevsky’s works are epistolary: in Kiukhelbeker, the brief
preface precedes the letters of an American traveler in Europe; in Odoevsky, the mesmerist’s
vision consists of the letters of a Chinese student traveling to Russia. Nothing in the larger
framing of either story requires this, and the recipients of the letters are not named. Indeed, it
seems strange that the frame narrator in Kiukhelbeker or the mesmerist in Odoevsky would send
their minds into the future only to read letters, rather than to view and report on the world
directly. One reason is the traditional use of the epistolary form in the travelogue genre, the most
prominent example of which in the Russian tradition was Karamzin’s Letters of a Russian
Traveler, discussed in the introduction. The epistolary form allows a writer to present vignettes
describing places or events of interest without necessarily folding them into an overarching plot.
Another justification is the added layer of mediation that the epistolary form adds between the
author and the reader: the reader is not given direct access to the whole fantastic world, but only
through the sporadic form of letters.

In fact, | argue that layers of mediation and otherness were a key feature of Russian
fantastic travel stories in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. One way in which
this was accomplished was through the use of foreign narrators, as discussed in chapter 1. As for
the works examined in this chapter, Odoevsky’s narrator is Chinese and Kiukhelbeker’s is
American. In the novellas of these two authors, this layered alterity serves as a useful narrative

device, motivating detailed descriptions of the lands their narrators are exploring, and forming a

138 “[O]na Bcerma 6ojee WM MEHEE HAXOJUTCS 1101 BAMSHUEM HACTOSIIMX HAIIMX HoHATHii” (417).
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particular kind of Bakhtinian chronotope. The Year 4338 is set in a time that is familiar to the
narrator Ippolit Tsungiev but a place—Russia—that he is newly discovering, whereas the
opposite would have been true of Odoevsky’s Russian readers. Similarly, in Kiukhelbeker’s
European Letters the narrator is exploring Spain and Italy—Ilands he has only read about—
although in this case the spatial setting is also relatively foreign to the Russian reader. Bulgarin’s
narrator, in contrast, is Russian, but the “found manuscript” story tacked on to the end, with its
mention of strange languages, suggests the same impulse to impart the narrator with alterity.
Practically, this also allows the author to engage in polemic on Russian political issues from a
seemingly more objective standpoint; it can thus be considered an “Aesopian” device of
concealment.

A final aspect of framing is the concept of stories within stories, which appears most
prominently in Kiukhelbeker’s European Letters, which contains a number of micro time-travel
scenes embedded within the broader narrative. Out of the three narrators, Kiukhelbeker’s is the
most interested in history, and so it is natural that he will describe scenes from his past in detail.
But at several times he abandons the posture of the distant historian and instead invokes the same
notion of mental time travel that is described in the preface to the novella. In a scene set in a
ruined monastery, which | discuss in greater detail below, the narrator mentally travels back in
time and sees the shades of Spain’s past. Another example of “micro time travel” appears when
the narrator perceives the relevance of Ludovico Ariosto’s sixteenth-century epic Orlando

furioso to his own time:
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I love to read Ariosto: his paladins in the wilderness of the ancient world, it seems, would
find Italy in the same, or perhaps an even wilder state, in which they left it. Having risen
from the dead, they would think that they had just woken up from a bogatyr’s sleep.13?

The bogatyrs were heroes of the bylinas, or Russian folk epics. “Bogatyr’s sleep” is an idiomatic
expression for “profound sleep,” but here Kiukhelbeker seems to be drawing an explicit parallel
between Ariosto’s Frankish paladins and the Russian bogatyrs. The fantastical element here is
justified by the fantastic nature of Orlando furioso, which contains various fabulous beasts and a
voyage to the Moon. If we step back a few frames, this insertion of a “Rip Van Winkle” micro-
plot emerges as remarkably complex: the author of the preface mentally travels to the future,
conjuring up letters sent by a real traveler to Europe, who himself imagines fictional characters
traveling from the past to his present.

Later on, when recounting the vicissitudes of Roman history, Kiukhelbeker’s narrator
draws on the medieval myth of the Wandering Jew (commonly called the Eternal Jew in
Russian), supposedly cursed to walk the Earth until the Second Coming. The legend was revived
by Romantic and Gothic authors such as Jan Potocki, in his early versions of the Manuscript
Found in Saragossa (1794, 1804).149 For the narrator of European Letters, Rome is “like an old
man who outlived all his contemporaries and descendants, like that Eternal Jew, who according
to legend is destined to be a witness to all ages and a contemporary of all generations.”*4! The

theme of the Wandering Jew is significant here not only for its application to the quintessentially

139 “JIr06r0 YMTaTh APHOCTA: €TO TaJIaAUHBI B JUKHX MyCTHIHAX JPEBHETO MUPA, KAXKETCS, HAII JIK 661 UTanmio B
TAKOM e, & MOXKET OBbITh, B €llle 60Jiee JUKOM COCTOSIHHH, B KAKOM €€ 0CTaBIIH. BOCKpECHYB, OHH 1101y MaJIH OB,
YTO TOJIBKO MPOCHYJIUCH OT GoraThipckoro caa” (308).

140 Jan Potocki, (Euvres, ed. Frangois Rosset and Dominique Triaire, vol. 1V, part 2: Manuscrit trouvé a Saragosse
(version de 1804) (Louvain: Peeters, 2006).

141 “Kaxk cTapel, MepeXMBIIMI BCEX CBOMX COBPEMEHHHUKOB M TIOTOMKOB, Kak TOT Beunsrit My nel, koTopoMy, 110
npe/a U0, OTIPEICTICHO OBITh CBHCTEIEM BCEX BEKOB M COBPEMEHHHKOM BceX mokosenuit” (311).
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Catholic city, but also for its invocation of a figure who is “out-of-time”—connecting to the
broader theme of time travel and the importance of history.

In describing the ruins of St. Peter’s Basilica at night, the narrator adds another
timeframe: his own, presumably distant future, extending the image of day and night: “Thus
[. . .] will the human race seem transformed on the night that comes after its day; all its
misfortunes, all seeming destruction will drown in the harmony of the whole.”142 Analogously to
the role he himself plays, he imagines an outside observer in this distant future: “A thinking sage,
an immigrant from another world, will gaze with awe at this great creation of the supreme
builder.” It is not clear what version of the world of humanity this extraterrestrial being will see,
but it seems he will be blessed with a remarkable understanding of human history, according
with the narrator’s belief that even the bad sides of humanity will ultimately contribute to its

progress towards reason and virtue.

2.6 Future Technology

All three works take place in the distant future, which according to the conventions of
modern science fiction would entail significant technological differences. In the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, however, authors took a variety of approaches. For instance, as
mentioned earlier, Julius von Voss included a range of new technology in his future visions, but
Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), set in the late twenty-first century, only mentions hot-air

balloons.

142 “Tax, myMaJ s, 1 poJ YENOBEYECKHI B Ty HOUb, KOTOPAs HAaCTAHET MOCJIE €10 JHs, SBUTCS NPE0OPaKEHHBIM; BCE

€ro HeCYaCTHsl, BCe MHUMbIE Pa3pyIlIeHUS yTOHYT B rapMoHuu 1eioro” (312).
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The technology in my three key works also varies greatly. On the one hand, the only
modern technology mentioned in Kiukhelbeker’s European Letters is the steamship (parokhod)
on which the American narrator arrives in Europe—a conservative prediction, as several models
of steamships had already been invented by 1820. On the other hand, Bulgarin’s and Odoevsky’s
works are rife with newfangled devices. In their prefaces, they each make claims that their
predictions are believable, as they are in line with the “laws of nature” and new discoveries in the
sciences.

It would take too long to describe all the gadgets that appear in these future stories and
the functions they serve in the future societies, but a brief description will give a sense of the
familiar science-fictional nature of some of these descriptions. Bulgarin’s Plausible Fables
features self-propelled horseless carriages as well as steam-powered “air stagecoaches”
(vozdushnye dilizhansy). In a partially accurate prediction of our present-day problems, the
climate and agriculture of Bulgarin’s world has also drastically changed, meaning that tea,
coffee, and chocolate are cheap, whereas cabbage soup, buckwheat porridge, and cucumber
pickles—quintessential peasant foods in Bulgarin’s day—are considered luxuries. Odoevsky is
equally inventive in his novella. Tsungiev mentions traveling on electrical vehicles
(elektrokhody) through tunnels in the Himalayan and Caspian regions, and in Russia he finally
has the opportunity to fly on a galvanic airship (gal/'vanostat). He also mentions galvanic
lighting, cameras, telegraphs, and climate control.

Both Bulgarin and Odoevsky make references to astronomy, anticipating other themes of
modern science fiction. Bulgarin’s narrator gains access to a powerful telescope:

I looked at the Moon through a telescope and saw cities, fortresses, mountains, and

forests on it—exactly in the same form as the surroundings of Strasbourg appear from the

Minster tower. Animals were moving on the Moon like ants, but it was impossible to
distinguish between their shapes and types. The distant fixed stars seemed like suns in all
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their brilliance, similar to ours; an amazing multitude of planets of extraordinary
magnitude appeared to my eyes and filled the airy space.143

The telescope thus grants a change of perspective and suggests the existence of other worlds
besides our own. Odoevsky’s technology is more advanced, but unlike in the imagination of
Bulgarin and other nineteenth-century thinkers, his Moon is uninhabited. This description
appears only in one of the fragments that was not worked into the letters in The Year 4338:
A way has been found to communicate with the Moon: it is uninhabited and serves only
as a source of supplying the Earth with various everyday needs, by which the destruction
that threatens the Earth owing to its huge population is averted. [. . .] Travelers take
various gases with them to produce air, which is not present on the Moon.144
Here the Moon represents a chance to solve some of the Earth’s problems that Odoevsky must
have read about in nineteenth-century publications: the threat of overpopulation and the search
for natural resources.
Odoevsky, not only a musician but also a perceptive musical critic, exhibited a deep-
seated fascination with the field of acoustics. He may have been the first to adopt the word

telephone into Russian, referring to a mechanical string device of his own invention, as noted in

his diary entries. Seemingly unhappy with the Greek word, he contemplated a variety of names,

143 «“§] nocmMoTpen B Teneckol Ha JIyHy ¥ yBuzes Ha Hell TOpOa, KPENOCTH, TOPHI, JIeca -- TOYHO B TAKOM BUJIE, KaK
npezacraBisioTes okpectHocTr CtpacOypra ¢ 6amHn Muncrepa. JKuBoTHble ABUTannCh Ha JIyHe, KaK MypaBbH, HO
HEBO3MOXKHO OBUIO pasnuduTh ux Gopmsbl v Buaa. OranéHHbIe HEMOIBIKHBIE 3BE3/IBI Ka3aTHCh COJIHI[AMH BO BCEM
Guiecke, MOXOXKMMH Ha HAIlE; YMBUTEIbHOE MHOKECTBO MIIAHET B HEOOBIKHOBEHHOW BEJTHYHHE MTPEICTaBISLIOCH
B30paM M HaIOJHIIO BO3AyIHOE mpocTpaHcTBo” (103).

144 “Hamnum cnoco6 coobimenus ¢ JIyHo0: 0HAa HEOOUTAaEMA M CITYKUT TOJHKO HCTOYHMKOM CHAOXKEHUS 3eMIH
Pa3HBIMHU KUTCHCKUMU TOTPEOHOCTSIMH, YEM OTBpaIlla €TCs THOEIb, TPO3sIIasi 3eMiIe 110 IPUYUHE €€ OTPOMHOTO
HapOJOHACEICHHUs. DTH HKCIICTUIINN YPE3BBIYa HHO OI1a CHBI, OTIaCHEe, HeXKeIH MPE)KHHE SKCIISTUIIIH BOKPYT CBETa;
Ha 9TH dKCTIEIHINU eIMHCTBEHHO YIOTpeOIseTcst BoHcKo. [lyTeniecTBeHHUKN OepyT ¢ cOO0M pa3HbIe ra3bl s
COCTaBJICHUS BO3IyXa, KOTOPOro HeT Ha Jlyne” (444).
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including sound collector (zvukosobiratel’), far-sound (dalekozvuk), sounder (zvuchnik), and co-
sounder (sozvuchnik), the last being suggested by the lexicographer Vladimir Dal.4°

In The Year 4338 Odoevsky introduces the hydrophone, an innovative musical instrument
characterized by a keyboard controlling the flow of water onto carefully tuned crystal bells. This
amalgamation of music and technology in Odoevsky’s envisaged utopian future gains further
dimension in an erotically-charged passage in which a beautiful lady delivers a captivating
hydrophone performance that sends Tsungiev, the protagonist, into a state of ecstatic rapture.
Tsungiev mentions that the music produced “almost the same effect” on his fellow audience
members, but his own reactions to it reflect his positionality as a less-sophisticated traveler who
has ended up in this earthly paradise. Additionally, the dreamlike nature of the description in this
passage calls back the original framing of the story as the recorded visions of a somnambulist.

Future technology serves a variety of functions in these works: as a sincere prediction of
future advances or a way to satirize or highlight social problems of their present. For the most
part, technology appears in these works as a positive force and helps to create livelier utopian

visions than some of their drier eighteenth-century predecessors.

2.7 Nations and Empires in the Future

Many historians of science fiction have explored the way in which authors have
participated in and reimagined colonial discourses. John Rieder, for example, accepts as self-
evident the omnipresence of colonial and imperial themes in nineteenth- and twentieth-century

science fiction, and argues more specifically that the genre “addresses itself to the ideological

145 Viadimir Odoevskii, Kniaz' Vladimir Odoevskii: dnevnik, perepiska, materialy, ed. M. P. Rakhmanova (Moscow:
Gosudarstvennyi tsentral’nyi muzei muzykal’'noi kul'tury imeni M. I. Glinki, 2005), 218.
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basis of colonial practice itself, by engaging various aspects of the ideology of progress.”46 The
results of this engagement, according to Rieder, ranged from “fantasies of appropriation” to
“visions of catastrophe.”#’

Most of these stories transpose colonial and imperial discourses to an interplanetary
setting: encounters with colonial Others are reenacted as encounters with alien lifeforms. A
similar process occurs in the Russian descriptions of travel to the Moon and other uncharted
territories that | analyze in chapter 1. This chapter, however, deals with works of future fiction in
which the extraterrestrial component is absent, but the theme of imperialism remains a central
concern, combined with an equal preoccupation with national identity. The central questions
these works pose are: what nations or empires remain in the distant future, how are they
structured, and what is their connection to their past?

These themes set these works apart from most modern imaginings of distant future
worlds, in which national distinctions among humans are largely erased or radically altered. The
writers of early Russian future fiction, in contrast, agree that many if not all national identities
will persist, with some recognizable features, in the distant future. They do posit that the
geopolitics of the future world will be quite different, although they disagree on what territories
future empires will control, which nations will be civilized, and which nations will have fallen
into ruin.

The central argument of Kiukhelbeker’s European Letters is that though empires rise and

fall, humanity in general is progressing and improving. The American narrator is traveling

146 John Rieder, Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press,
2008), 30.

147 Rieder, Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction, chapters 2 and 5.
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around a twenty-ninth century Europe that has “gone wild again” (302), whereas America and
other countries seem to have attained a high degree of civilization. The narrator, in typical
nineteenth-century fashion, divides the world into enlightened and unenlightened nations, but the
membership in each category is strikingly different. Besides his own country, the narrator
explicitly mentions the enlightenment of Indians (303) and Russians (317). He also mentions a
melting pot of presumably civilized foreigners in the city of Rome:

Here is a strange mixture of people of all nations and lands: a Quebec native rents a

house near a rich mandarin from Canton. A Russian merchant lives near a Japanese

scholar, a Black man from Haiti breathes the same air as his African fellow tribesman.

All languages are spoken here except Italian, but they read almost exclusively Italian and

Latin books.148
That the narrator views the mixture as strange and worthy of comment indicates that other places
in his world do not show this ethnic diversity. But the overall argument remains that the
enlightenment once claimed by Europeans has now passed on to the other continents.

The narrator refers to this transfer in a brief overview of the “various theaters” of
enlightenment in the history of mankind. The Greeks were followed by the Romans, who were
followed by “the fresh, virginal sons of the North.”149 Finally, the Europeans themselves were
replaced: “Providence took away their light, but only in order to command the sun of truth in its

best splendor to shine over Asia, over Africa, over Europe’s natural successor—America.”%0

The specifics of this future constellation of enlightened countries are complex. America appears

148 “31ech CTpaHHOE CMELIEHHE IO/ BCEX HAPOJIOB U BCEX 3€Mellb. YPOKEHEI KBEOECKCKHIA Ha HMMA ET JI0OM BO3JIE
6oratoro Mmarnapuna u3z Kanrona. Pycckuii TOpToBeI )HUBET BO3JIE SIIOHCKOTO YIEHOTO, HeTPp U3 ['auTu JbImut
OIHUM BO31YXOM C CBOUM a(pr/IKaHCKI/IM CANHOMBIIIIJICHHUKOM. 3,Z[CCI> TOBOPAT BCEMU A3BIKA MU, KDOME
UTAJIMSHCKOTO, HO YUTAIOT MOYTH UCKITIOUNTENBHO UTATUSHCKNE U JaTHHCKUE KHurn” (311).

149 “[ClBexmx, neBcTBeHHBIX chiHOB CeBepa” (313).

150 “TIpoBumEeHEE OTHSIIO Yy HUX CBET, HO EMHCTBEHHO JUIS TOTO, YTOOBI TIOBEJIETH CONHILY UCTHHBI B Iy 4LIEM
GJiecke BOCCHATH Ha | A3uero, Hall AQPHUKOI0, HAaJl eCTECTBEHHOO npeemHuIeio EBponsl — Amepukoro” (313).
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preeminent, although Africa and Asia are also mentioned as benefiting from Enlightenment in
the future.

One specific way in which Spain is described is quite telling. The only native inhabitants
of the country are “wild guerrillas” who “move with their herds from valley to valley and, under
the leadership of brave atamans, plunder peaceful African merchants and travelers.”*>! Later on,
the narrator describes the forests around Cordova that “separate the lands of our settlers from the
vast steppes that stretch northward throughout the former Granada.”2%2 In these two quotations
two words stand out. An ataman is a Cossack chieftain but is also sometimes used to describe the
leader of a gang of robbers. Similarly, steppe in Russian usually refers to the grasslands of
Russia and Ukraine but can also refer to grassland more broadly. Here Kiukhelbeker takes
advantage of these transferred uses, but the words still resonate with the Russian imperial
context. The Americans have a colony in wild Spain and must deal with the depredations of the
local people just as the Russian state came into conflict with Cossacks and other groups on the
fringes of their empire—in Kiukhelbeker’s day including most notably the peoples of the
Caucasus.

The persistence of the Russian nation in the future is represented by a Russian colony the
narrator comes across in Calabria. This settlement—an example of the formerly peripheral

Russian Empire colonizing the European center—is led by a man named Dobrov, whose name in

151 “JluKne TBEPUIIACCHI, EIMHCTBEHHBIE OOUTATENHN CEH CTPAHBI, IEPEXOIAT C CBOMMH CTa 14 MH U3 JIOJUHEL B
JIOJIMHY U MOJ TIPEABOJUTEIECTBOM OTBAXKHBIX aTaMAaHOB IPa0sAT MUPHBIX a(ppUKaHCKUX KYIIOB U
nyremecTBeHHUKOB” (303).

152 “[O]rmensroT BIaJeHHs HAIll MX TIOCENEHIIEB OT HEOOO3PUMBIX CTEMEH, MPOCTUPAIO - Il MXCSA K CEBEPY O BCEH
obiBuieii I'penane” (306).
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Russian emphasizes his virtuousness. The narrator explicitly asks the reader to execute a time
travel into the past (Kiukhelbeker’s present):
Take your mind back to the nineteenth century, and read to an educated European the
image of my Dobrov. Despite the fact that Dobrov is no more and no less than only a true

man, he will call him an ideal, impossible being. Judge how distant they were from true
enlightenment, from true education—from nature.153

The enlightenment represented by Dobrov is truer than the supposed enlightenment of
Kiukhelbeker’s time because in Dobrov’s world, people of different occupations and classes are
not isolated in their fields, but instead recognize their common humanity. But like other utopias
we have seen, Dobrov’s Russian colony is not a communist or egalitarian one: there are still
servants, to whom Dobrov evinces a paternalistic attitude. Dobrov is an Epicurean, who views
the pursuit of pleasure as a fundamental human duty. His interests are diverse and extensive,
ranging from hunting to taking luxurious Asiatic baths. He relishes in Socratic and Lucullan
feasts, listens to music—which as in Odoevsky’s future world is a source of spiritual, ethereal
ecstasy—and engages in intellectual discussions. Above all, Dobrov cherishes the tranquility and
sweetness of family life, largely attributed to his ideal wife, Eliza. Dobrov’s world is thus a
private utopia, much more restricted in space than the others we have seen. In stark contrast to
Odoevsky’s and Bulgarin’s future worlds, we do not even know what the political status of
Russia is in the future. Dobrov exemplifies how Russians could become examples of

enlightenment not through state policies, but through their individual actions.

153 “Tlepenecucs e MpicaeHHO B XIX cToneTne, mpouTH 06pa30BaHHEHIIEMY €BPOTIEHILYy H306pasKEHUE MOETO

Ho6posa. HecmoTps Ha To, uTo [J06poB He OoJee U He MeHee KaK TOJIBKO HCTHHHBIN YeIOBEK, OH Ha30BET €ro
CYIIECTBOM HJI€aJIbHBIM, HEBO3MOXKHBIM. CyJiH e, KAK OHH OBUTH yJaJICHBI OT HCTHHHOTO MPOCBEI €HHSI, OT
HCTHHHOM 00pa30BaHHOCTH — OT mpupoabl.” (319).
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Kiukhelbeker’s narrator complicates his characterization of enlightenment by arguing
that conventional views about the enlightenment of peoples and historical periods were
inaccurate. He criticizes historians and politicians for believing in the “imaginary
Enlightenment” of the time of Voltaire and Frederick Il of Prussia and ignoring the negative
aspects of the period:

Without even mentioning the Inquisition, torture, and the persecution of thinking people,

let us merely glance at the mercantilist system, the delusion of the physiocrats, the

resistance that met Adam Smith’s simple and wise instructions even in the nineteenth
century, let us glance at the treacherous policies of Napoleon, the incessant disturbances
of the balance and the most sacred rights of mankind.>*
In this description the narrator lumps together a fairly long period—\Voltaire died decades before
Napoleon came to power—reflecting perhaps the distant perspective of the future historian. But
this criticism is also clearly aimed at Kiukhelbeker’s contemporaries.

The narrator argues that the conventional European view of India is wrong for the
opposite reason: it was and is civilized. India appears not as a stop on the narrator’s journey, but
in his appraisal of the Portuguese poet Camdes, whom he is reading for pleasure. The narrator
has a special connection to India; it turns out that he spent his youth there and “was enriched
with vast knowledge and pure, charming philosophy.”°® Although he appreciates Camdes’s
style, he takes umbrage at his depiction of the Indians:

The proud contempt with which the poet speaks of the Hindustanis shows that he could

not foresee their future greatness, that he had no idea of their ancient enlightenment at all.
I confess, dear friend, that the superstition and cruelty that marked all the enterprises of

154 «He rOBOPS yKe 00 MHKBU3UIIMU U IBITKE, O TOHEHUSIX Ha JII0JIeH MBICISIIUX, B3[JISHEM TOJBKO Ha CUCTEMY
MEpKaHTHINCTOB, Ha 3a0yKIeHHe (PU3HOKPATOB, HA TO COMPOTUBICHHE, KOTOpPOe BeTpedyas AxaM CMHUT Jake U B
XIX cToneTuu cBOUM MPOCTHIM U My IpBIM HaCTaBICHUSIM, B3IVISIHEM Ha KOBapHYIO NONUTUKY Hamoneona, Ha
OecrpecTaHHBIE HAPYILIEHUS paBHOBECHS M CBALICHHEHINX paB yenoBeyecTa” (307).

155 “[O]60raTHiIcs 0OUIMPHBIMU MO3HAHMAME U YHCTOIO, IPENECTHOK (uocoduero” (303).
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the Spanish and Portuguese in India and America contradict the notion that we, in our
happy age, have about true erudition.°6

In effect, in the narrator’s perspective, Camdes, despite his poetic talent, was a product of his
brutal colonialist society and was unable to appreciate a truly great civilization.

But the narrator’s view of Enlightenment does not amount to a complete reversal of the
usual European division of the world into enlightened and primitive; indeed, at times he echoes
the nineteenth-century European sense of superiority over other parts of the world. For example,
in his view, Spaniards were uniquely un-European; they were held back on the road to
enlightenment not only by the decadence of their empire, but also by “the laziness characteristic
of African and Asian tribes” that was introduced by the Moors.1>’ Here, however, we could also
read Spain as an Aesopian substitute for Russia. The characterization of the Spaniards as
backwards and “un-European” also resembles similar arguments used in the discussion of
Russian history in Kiukhelbeker’s time, for example in Pyotr Chaadaev’s Philosophical Letters
(1829-1830). At any rate, the essence of Kiukhelbeker’s argument, conveyed through the
medium of his future American narrator, is that the nineteenth-century European pride in its own
civilization was highly mistaken.

Bulgarin is less concerned than Kiukhelbeker with evaluating the enlightenment of
nations over the course of history, but he portrays differences in language use and changes in the

supposed level of civilization of different nations and races that would seem dramatic to the

156 “T"opnoe mpe3penune, ¢ KOTOPHIM HO3T FOBOPUT 00 HHAOCTA HIAX, IOKAa3BIBAET, YTO OH HE MOT IPEIIyBCTBOBAThH
OyIyIIero BEIMYUs UX, 9TO OH BOBCE HE MMEJI MOHATHS O IPEBHEM UX NPOCBeUIcHUH. [Ipu3Hatoch, MI00E3HBIN IpyT,
YTO CyeBEepHE U KECTOKOCTh, 03HaMCHOBABILINE BCE MIPEIMPHUATHS UCIAHICB U MOPTYyTalbleB B MHINN 1 AMepuKe,
MPOTHBOPEYAT MOHATHIO, KOTOPOE MBI, B CYaCTIMBbIN BeK Halll, UMeeM 00 HCTHHHO 06pa3oBanHoCcTH” (303).

157 [JT]enocTh, CBOWCTBEHHAS IUIEMEHAM a PPUKAHCKUM U a3MaTCKUM, YAEpKala MX Ha IIyTH TParaa HCKOTO

YCOBEPIIICHCTBOBAHUS M YMCTBCHHOTO 00pa30BaHUSI HE MCHEE POCKOIIH U HEPa IMBOCTH, TIOPOIKICHHBIX
cokposuiiamu 06enx Uuauit” (305).
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nineteenth-century reader. The “fashionable and diplomatic” language of the future is Arabic.
The women of the house in which the narrator wakes up are astounded to learn that in his day,
that function was filled by the “monotonous” French language. The narrator explains the
situation in his own society, reflecting the ongoing debate over language use in Russia:
“In our time,” | replied, “ladies spoke Russian only with footmen, coachmen and maids,
and they exhausted all their wisdom in imitating the French pronunciation. In our
country,” | continued, “those who did not speak French were considered ignorant in high
society, although it sometimes happened that the Russians who always spoke French to
each other were the greatest ignoramuses.1°8
His host the professor says that the twenty-ninth century has the same problem, just with
different languages: “French in our time is the same as your chukhonskii, and rich, sonorous, and
flexible Arabic has taken the place of French.”15® From the nineteenth century perspective, this is
a striking inversion: sophisticated French has been demoted to the uncivilized level of
chukhonskii, a now dated term referring to Finnish and the Finnic languages of northwest Russia.
A reception held by his host allows the narrator to meet some “distinguished foreigners,”
several of whom stand out to him as racially different: “several black people and olive-colored
people.”169 Among them is an unnamed “Eskimo prince,” who prompts the narrator to make the

following reflection, referring to the travel journals of the British Arctic explorer William

Edward Parry, which were published in the 1820s:

158 “B gamie Bpems, -- OTBEYA I, — JaMBI TOBOPHJIH MO-PYCCKH TOJBKO C JIAKESMHU, Ky4EPAMH H CIIyKaHKAMH, &
BCIO CBOIO IIPEMyAPOCTh UCTOIIAJHU B TIOAPAKaHUM (hpaHIy3CKOMY IIPOHU3HOMICHUIO. Y Hac KTO HE TOBOPHII II0-
(paHIy3CKH, — MPOAOIKAT 5, — TOT IIOYUTAJICS HEBEXKEIO B OOJBIIOM CBETE, XOTSI MHOT/IA TaK CIy4asioch, YTO T€
U3 PYCCKHX, KOTOPBIE MEXKY OO0 rOBOpMIIH Beeraa mo-¢ppaHily3cku, OpiBanu Bennuaiimmmu nesexxamu” (90). For
more on the debate about the French language, see Derek Offord, Vladislav Rjéoutski, and Gesine Argent, French
Language in Russia: A Social, Political, Cultural, and Literary History (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press,
2018).

159 “[@]paHIy3cKHil S3BIK B HAallle BPEMS €CTh TO K€, YTO Y Bac ObLI UyXOHCKHUH, a GOTaThIN, 3By 4HBI M TUOKHUI

apaOCKui S3BIK 38 CTYIII MeCTO (paHiry3ckoro.” (90).

160 “[H]eckosnbKko HErpoB M Jtojiel ouBKoBOTO 1BETa” (96).
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I had recently read Parry’s Travels and was surprised at the similarity of this prince’s face
to the pictures included in this traveler’s book, depicting the inhabitants of the polar
countries, the poor Eskimos, who in our time wandered like bears along the uninhabited
shores and ice of the polar seas. The politeness and education of this prince and the two
adjutants who were with him led me to presume a high degree of enlightenment in the
polar countries.161

The narrator displays a specific liberal concept of racial progress that was typical of his time: the
Arctic inhabitants are primitive and animal-like, but may proceed to enlightenment in the future.
The polar regions, of course, were of special interest to the Russians, who had established
permanent fur-trading settlements in Alaska by the 1790s. Note, however, that the narrator’s
knowledge of the Eskimos of his day comes from a British source. The narrator then meets
another figure at the reception from the opposite corner of the globe: “a young black man, the
son of the famous Barabanoi, the commander of the Ashanti Empire, the strongest in Africa.”162
In Bulgarin’s time this area was of colonial interest not to the Russians, but to the British, who in
1823—a year before the publication of Plausible Fables—had entered into the first of several
Anglo-Ashanti wars to gain control of what is now Ghana.

Fewer nationalities are mentioned in Odoevsky’s The Year 4338, which imagines a fairly
simple future geopolitics: Russia and China are the two great powers, but China is culturally
inferior; America, meanwhile, has gone wild. One might see that as simply a result of a

perception of the growing power of China combined with a sense of Russian national superiority,

161« memaBuo wmran "[lyremectsue" [lappy U yAUBAIICSA CXOACTBY JMIIEOUEPTAHUS CETO MPUHIA C KAPTUHKAMH,
MIPUIIOKEHHBIMHE K KHUTE CEro ITyTEIIECTBEHHUKA, H300paska FOLMMH JKUTENIel MOJISPHBIX CTPaH, OEIHBIX
9CKHMOCOB, KOTOPBIE B Hallle BpeMsl, MOJ00OHO MelBeasIM, OJIyKAalu 0 HeoOuTaeMbIM OeperaM H JibIaM MOJISAPHBIX
Mopeii. BexxnuBocTs 1 00pa30BaHHOCTH CETO NPHUHIA M HAXOAUBIIUXCS C HUM JIBYX aIBIOTAHTOB 3aCTaBUIJIM MEHS
ZI0Ta JBIBATHCS O BBICOKOM CTEMEHH MPOCBEIICHHUS MOMAPHBIX cTpa” (97).

162 “3a cum mpoeccop MO3HAKOMII MEHS ¢ MOJIOBIM HETPOM U Ha3Ball €T0 CHIHOM 3HAMEHUTOTO Bapabanos,

[OJIKOBOJLA CUIbHeIel B AQprke uMIepun AIIaHTCKOW. DTOT IOHOLIA 1Ty TEIIECTBOBAI It IPUOOPETeHHs
OTIBITHOCTH, COIy TCTBYEeMbIi CBOMM HactaBHUKOM (97).
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but certain clues point to an additional symbolic meaning. The Chinese student Tsungiev
describes his country’s winding road to development in detail. He praises the great reformer

Khun-Gin, five hundred years ago:

| find myself pondering what our fate would have been, had our great Khun-Gin, who

roused China from its age-long slumber, or rather, dead stagnation, not been born 500

years ago. What if he had not eradicated the traces of our ancient, naive sciences, had not

replaced our fetishism with the true faith, had not ushered us into the family of educated
nations? With no exaggeration, we might have become like these savage Americans,
who, for lack of other speculations, auction off their cities at public auctions, then come
to plunder us.163
The negative portrayal of Americans here is perhaps related to Odoevsky’s distaste for
commercialism. But Khun-Gin’s reforms—destroying his country’s old traditions and aligning it
with cosmopolitan culture—recall those of Peter I, suggesting that China in this future world
represents Russia of the author’s day.

This impression is confirmed as Tsungiev continues his narrative. The Chinese only
adopted the technology of aeronautics after losing battles to the Russians—this corresponds to
Peter’s focus on acquiring Western European military technology. After westernizing, the
Chinese have completely lost their former xenophobia and have now fallen into the opposite
extreme, the “unaccountable imitation of foreigners”: “everything we have is in the Russian

manner: dress, customs, and literature; the one thing we do not have is Russian keen-wittedness,

but we will acquire it over time.”264 This criticism of cultural imitation fits clearly into the

163 [4] wacTo, MH0GE3HBII TOBAPUIL, CIPANIMBA O CaMOTO ce6s, 9To OBLTO 6B ¢ Hamu, ecnu 6 3a 500 et mepen cum
He poawics Ham Benukuii XyH-I uH, KoTopsIit mpoOynnn HakoHer KuTa# 0T ero BEKOBOTO yCHIIUICHNUS WITH, JTyYIIe
CKa3aTh, MEPTBOTO 3aCTOsI; €CIIM O OH HE YHHUTOXKUI CJIe0B HAIINX APEBHUX, PEOSUECKIX HayK, HE 3a MCHHI HAIIl
(eTHIM3M HCTHHHOIO BEpOIO, HE BBEJ HAC B o0IIee ceMeiicTBo 06pa3oBaHHBIX HapooB? MBI, 6€3 Iy TOK,
caenannuck ObI TeIephb MOXO0XMMH Ha ITHX OJUYaBIINX aMEPHUKAHIIEB, KOTOPHIE, 38 HEJOCTATKOM APYTUX
CIIEKYJISIIHI, MPOAAIOT CBOH TOpoJa ¢ MyOIMIHOTO TOPTY, TOTOM IIPUXOIAT K HaM rpabute” (422).

164 “[Ble30TueTHOE MOAPAIKAHIE HHO3EMIIAM; BCE Y HAC HA PYCCKUN MaHEp: U IUIAThe, U OOBIYaH, U IUTEPATYPA;
OJIHOTO y HAC HET -- PYCCKOUM CMETIIMBOCTH, HO U e IpruodpeTeM co Bpemenem” (422).
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contemporary debate in Odoevsky’s time over Russia’s imitation of France and a desire for a
more strongly defined Russian character. Here, just as in the appearance of the Arabic language
in Bulgarin’s novella, the believed deficiencies of elite Russian cultural life in the future context
have undergone a process of defamiliarization, or “cognitive estrangement” in the Suvinian

Sense.

2.9 History and Ruins

More than modern science fiction with future settings, early future fiction often exhibited
a fascination with the notion of past time—»both the author’s present, which has become a past in
the future, and the author’s past, which has faded into antiquity. A central question of these
works is what aspects of human civilization will remain in the distant future. The authors’
answers to these questions were tied up with their conceptions of national identity and their
interest in or anxieties about the preservation of book learning and the ephemerality of material
and artistic monuments—topics, as we saw at the beginning of the chapter, that concerned
Pushkin as well. It is no accident that these works appeared during the phase of Romantic
nationalism, the rediscovery and invention of national traditions, and the birth of historical
fiction as a genre with its own codic conventions.16® The past was of interest to writers of spatial
fantasies discussed in chapter 1, but it acquired new significance in these works of future fiction
or time travel, which allowed writers to focus on specific predictions about their own country’s

future, in part based on an understanding of its past.

165 For the seminal works on these subjects see Eric J. Hobshawm and Terence O. Ranger, eds., The Invention of
Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) and Gyo6rgy Lukacs, The Historical Novel (New York:
Humanities Press, 1965).
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The works of Kiukhelbeker, Bulgarin, and Odoevsky present different perspectives on
the question of whether knowledge of the past will be preserved in the future. Kiukhelbeker’s
narrator has a detailed knowledge of political and cultural history and has access to books from
the past in his imperial metropolis, though that knowledge has been lost to Europeans
themselves. Bulgarin also meets scholars in the future who have some knowledge of his time,
such as the fact that French was a prestige language among the Russian nobility. In Odoevsky’s
world, however, despite advancements in technology, knowledge of the past has been lost
because of the fragility of the print form.

The preservation or loss of historical knowledge directly relates to the question of the
preservation of national identity. In Odoevsky, the German nation seems to have disintegrated, if
we judge from a scholarly debate about the meaning of the word nemtsy (Germans). In a
conversation with a Russian scholar, the Chinese student Tsungiev flaunts his supposed

knowledge of the subject:

“The Nemtsy were a people who lived to the south of ancient Russia;” | said, “this, it
seems, is proven; the Nemtsy were conquered by the Allemands, then in place of the
Allemands appeared the Tedeschi, the Tedeschi were conquered by the Germans or, more
correctly, the Germanians, and the Germanians by the Deutschers—a famous people,
from whom even the language has been preserved in a few fragments left by their poet
Goethe. . .”166

The joke here lies in the fact that all of these words—in Russian, French, Italian, and German—
actually refer to the same people. Tsungiev has been misled by the different names to posit a

complex history of conquest and replacement of one tribe by another. This is evidently a parody

166 «__ Hemmupl 66111 HApO, 0OMTABIIMIA HA 10T OT ApeBHel Poccun, — ckasan s, — 9To, KaKeTcs, JOKa3aHO;

HEMIIEB TOKOPWIN AJJIeMaHHBI, TOTOM Ha MecTe AJsieMaHHOB sBisitorcs Tenecku, TeneckoB mokopunu ['epmaHIIbI
uny, rnpasuibHee, XKepmauuiinsl, a Kepmanuiinos Jleituepsl — HapoJ1 3HAMEHUTBIHM, OT KOTOPOTO J1a’Ke S3bIK
COXpPaHMJICS B HECKOJIBKUX OTPBIBKAaX, OCTaBIIMXCS OT UX T03Ta, Lete. . .” (426)
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of the academic pretensions and debates on ancient and medieval history in Odoevsky’s time.
But it also depends on the world the author has built, which, despite its technological
innovations, has not been able to adequately preserve the knowledge of the past in book form.

In contrast, in Odoevsky’s world Russian nationality has survived, perhaps because of the
persistence and expansion of the Russian Empire, but Russian written monuments have suffered
the same sporadic preservation. One work that has survived is the Code of Laws of the Russian
Empire, which was first published in 1832, and which the Minister of Reconciliation shows to
Tsungiev:

“This is one of the first monuments of Russian legislation,” my host informed me.

“Owing to the changes in the language over such a long period of time, much in this

monument has now become completely inexplicable, but from what we have managed to

decipher so far, it’s apparent how ancient our enlightenment is! Such monuments should
be preserved by grateful posterity.”167

The minister’s praise of the Code of Laws may reflect Odoevsky’s own opinion—possibly that
the Code of Laws was a step towards more liberal reforms. But this passage does have the same
forced quality as the conclusion of Isaac Asimov’s 1954 novel The Stars, Like Dust—which
Asimov later regretted—in which the future inhabitants of Earth discover an ancient manuscript
of the United States Constitution and adopt it as a guide for a new empire.168 But in Odoevsky’s
novel it is important that though the Code of Laws has been preserved, it is still largely
undeciphered—the Russians of the future thus have only a tenuous connection to their centuries-

old history. This is confirmed by two haphazard facts that have survived about Saint Petersburg

167 «ITO OIHH U3 MNEPBLIX MaMATHUKOB, — CKa3aJl MHC XO351H, — PyCCKOFO 3aKOHOJATEJIbCTBA; OT U3MCHCHUS

A3bIKa, B TEYEHHUE CTOJIb JOJITOI0 BpEMEHU, MHOTOE B CEM ITaMATHHUKE CHIEJIAJIOCh HBIHE COBEPIICHHO
HEOOBSACHUMBIM, HO U3 TOTO, YTO MBI JIO CHX ITOp MOTJIH pa300paTh, BUIHO, KaK IpEBHE HAIlle IPOCBeNIcHNe! TaKue
MaMATHUKA TOJDKHO COXPaHATH O1arogapHoe moToMcTBo» (435).

168 For Asimov’s regrets, see Isaac Asimov, In Memory Yet Green (New York: Avon, 1979), 600.
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in Odoevsky’s future world. One is a verse of Derzhavin’s—Petropolis and its towers
slumbered” (Petropol’ s bashniami . . .)—which gives rise to arguments about whether the
ancient name of the city was Petropolis, Petrograd, Petersburg, or Piter (436). The other is a
snippet of a mundane letter from a lowly Petersburg civil servant, which is taken as a precious
document written by an important dignitary (436-37).

The past and the question of preservation is represented by the concept of ruins. Since the
sixteenth century Europeans had been fascinated with ruins, whether the real ruins of ancient
civilizations, the mock ruins that decorated gentry estates, or the imagined ruins of art and
literature. Ruins served as evidence that the mightiest empires have fallen and that the works of
mankind would ultimately fall to the powers of nature. This reminder became especially pressing
as modern Europeans proclaimed their own urban and architectural superiority in relation to the
rest of the world. This complex engagement with ruins was later summarized by the early
twentieth-century sociologist Georg Simmel, who maintained that the ruin is a unified aesthetic
object, tragic yet peaceful, resulting from a tension between “purpose and accident, nature and
spirit, past and present.”16°

Future fiction offered a new way for Europeans to examine their own developed cities
and societies and the prospect that they too will fall into ruin. John Clute has identified some of
the early hints at this theme: brief musings about the future of European cities.1’® In 1749 James

Caulfeild, first Earl of Charlemont, was visiting Athens when he remarked in his travel journal

169 Georg Simmel, “Two Essays,” trans. David Kettler, The Hudson Review 11, no. 3 (1958): 371-85,
https://doi.org/10.2307/3848614.

170 John Clute and David Langford, “Ruins and Futurity,” in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, ed. John Clute et
al. (London: Gollancz, 2021), http://www.sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/ruins_and_futurity.
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on the “melancholy” possibility that one day travelers would come, “perhaps from America,” to
see the ruins of London. In 1774, Horace Walpole imagined “some curious traveller from Lima”
coming to a future London to tour the ruins of St. Paul’s Cathedral. Eventually these meditations
found narrative form. Mercier created an early model in 1771 in The Year 2440, in which the
narrator dream-travels to the future and explores the ruins of the Palace of Versailles. But the
first story, according to John Clute, that provides the outside perspective of an inhabitant of the
future (rather than a time traveler) is Thomas Lyttelton’s narrative poem The State of England, in
the Year 2199.171 Here an American traveler comes to the same point of British pride mentioned
by Walpole: the ruined St. Paul’s Cathedral. This sight fills the traveler with nostalgia for
Britain’s imperial might, described in graphic terms: the time is gone when Britain beheld “The
Spaniard crouch beneath her spear, and all / The Gallic lilies crimson’d o’er with blood.”172

The European fascination with ruins naturally spread to Russia. In 1771, for instance,
Catherine 11 commissioned a “Ruin Tower” to grace the grounds of her palace in Tsarskoe Selo
and commemorate her victories over the Ottomans. An important literary model figured in
Nikolai Karamzin’s novella Poor Liza (1792): the narrator visits a ruined monastery near
Moscow that fills him with sentimental contemplations about the past: “There, leaning on the
ruins of the gravestones, | listen to the dull groan of the times swallowed up by the abyss of the

past—a groan that makes my heart shudder and tremble.”*’3 Ruins also appear in works of

171 John Clute, “New Zealander,” in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction,ed. John Clute et al., last updated January
11, 2018, http://www.sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/new_zealander.

172 Thomas Lyttelton, Poems, by a Young Nobleman, of Distinguished Abilities, Lately Deceased; Particularly, The
State of England, and The Once Flourishing City of London [...]. (London: G. Kearsly, 1780), 7.

173 Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin, Izbrannye sochineniia v dvukh tomakh (Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia literatura,
1964), 2:606. For an exploration on the changing attitudes of Russians towards ruins over time, see Andreas
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spatial fantasy, such as Shcherbatov’s Journey to the Land of Ophir, in which the antipodean
Peregab (Petersburg) and its palaces have partly fallen into ruins after the decision of the
Ophirian ruler to move the capital back to Kvamo (Moscow).

How do ruins figure in the three works of temporal fantasy focused on in this chapter? In
Bulgarin’s Plausible Fables, they do not appear. The narrator mostly travels around lands that
were undeveloped in his own time. At the end, he finally returns to St. Petersburg on an airship,
where he sees some familiar buildings: “My heart trembled with joy at the sight of the golden
roofs, buildings and lofty spires of the churches and towers of my native city. Its space amazed
me: there were wide streets and huge buildings all the way to Pulkovo Mountain, along the sea
coast, and far inland” (109). This is a fairly accurate prediction of the expanded Petersburg of our
time, though he does not mention the present-day Pulkovo airport which has made that name
recognizable to tourists in our own universe. Instead, the mountain is topped with a strange
structure: “an obelisk in the form of an Egyptian pyramid,” which serves as a “monument to the
great memories of the nineteenth century,” perhaps suggesting that the accomplishments of
Bulgarin’s time will be seen with the same reverence—but also distance—as Egyptian antiquity.

Ruins make a fleeting appearance in one of the manuscript fragments contained in
Tsekhnovitser’s edition of Odoevsky's The Year 4338. In what seems to be an earlier plan for a
future novella with a quite different plot, we find the title “19th century—2000 years later,”
hinting at a setting in the 3830s.174 The fragment discusses a manuscript discovered in

unspecified ruins, detailing the history of ancient Russia. An unnamed son of a poet attempts to

Schonle, Architecture of Oblivion: Ruins and Historical Consciousness in Modern Russia (DeKalb: Northern
Illinois University Press, 2011).

174 «X1X Bek. Yepes apecTu ner” (445).
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use this manuscript to showcase his scholarly prowess, aiming to win over his beloved. He is
shocked by his discoveries, including the fact that Russia once occupied only a portion of the
globe instead of spanning both hemispheres as in his era. Yet the scholarly community remains
skeptical of his incredible findings, which plunges him into despair. Despite the different plot,
this fragment shares several themes with the more developed novella about Tsungiev—the
expansion of Russian territory and the loss of historical knowledge. In contrast to Tsungiev’s
confidently wrong notions about the word nemtsy, or Brambeus’s accidental fabrication of a
manuscript in Senkovsky’s novel, the poet’s son in this fragment in fact discovers the truth, only
to be disappointed by academia. All of these texts serve to satirize scholarly pretensions, but
from different angles.

In Kiukhelbeker’s work, ruined Europe forms the basic premise of the plot. Kiukhelbeker
clearly seems to be drawing on the tradition of ruins in future fiction, although his focus is
somewhat different. The American traveler notes that “Rome exists, meanwhile cities as rich and
powerful as Paris and London have disappeared from the earth,” but unlike the future travelers of
other authors, he does not visit them or contemplate the ruins of Versailles or St. Pauls’.17®
Instead, he visits Spain and Italy, two countries that from the early nineteenth-century
perspective had already experienced long declines. The ruins of the Escorial, the former
residence of the kings of Spain, serves as a site for a Gothic dream sequence. In the “obscure
heights” he sees a succession of shades, beginning with “crafty Ferdinand and ambitious
Isabella” and proceeding to what was for the author the most recent great event in Spanish

history—Napoleon’s invasion of the country during the Peninsular War: “Spain flooded with the

175 “Pym CcyILEeCTBYET, MEXIY TEM KaK TOPOa CTOJb ke 6OraThle U MOTYIIECTBEHHBIE, MEXKIY TeM Kak [lapmk, Kak
Jlonnon ucyesnu ¢ 3emun” (311).

108



unbridled hordes of Murat; the brief reign of King Joseph; Spain in the struggle for freedom and
independence, for the sacred rights of peoples—a great and edifying example for posterity!”176
Identification with the liberal faction in the Spanish war of independence was natural for
Kiukhelbeker the future Decembrist.1’” Following this, “a cold wind rising from the north”
(perhaps symbolizing anti-liberal Russian policy) interrupts his dream, and he ends his
contemplations with a broader musing on “[his] own insignificance and the insignificance of
everything on earth.”178

Note that the narrator does not dream of any events after the war that ended in 1814. This
is true of the work as a whole, in which he shows a detailed knowledge of European history, but
only into the first decades of the nineteenth century. From the perspective of modern science
fiction, this could be seen as a symptom of insufficient world-building—or history-building—on
the part of the author. But this historical limitation allows the author to concentrate his political
message. That the wise American traveler from the future, whose distant perspective lends him
an air of impartiality, was so focused on nineteenth-century liberal revolutions, means that they
were a turning point in world history. The implication is that the great European powers, by

suppressing these movements, were sowing the seeds of their own demise.

176 « Kazanocs, g BUIen mnpes co0010 B CMyTHOM BBICOTE TeHH KoBapHOTO DepanHaHaa u yecTono0nBoil M3abennbl
[. . .]. Ucnanus, HaBogHEHHA s HEOOY3/a HHBIMHU MoJYKIamMu MiopaTa, MUHYTHOE I1apcTBOBaHUe Kopouis Mocuda,
Hcnanus B 60opn0e 32 cBOOOAY U HE3a BUCUMOCTD, 32 CBAIICHHEHIINE IPaBa HAPOJAOB — BEIUKUHN U HAa3UIa TEIbHBIN
npumep Juis motromctia!” (304)

177 For an account of the connections between these revolutionary movements, see Richard Stites, The Four
Horsemen: Riding to Liberty in Post-Napoleonic Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).

178 «“XonoHbIi BeTEp, MOIHSBIIMNCS C CEBEPA, IPEPBAT MOU MEUTAHHUS, HO S €IIE I0JITO GPONI, 32 1y MUHUBBIH,
MEXy pa3BaliiHaMU M 4yBCTBOBAJl HUYTOXHOCTH CBOIO 1 Bcero 3emHoro!” (304)
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Similar lofty thoughts occur to the narrator in a stroll around a ruined monastery near
Cordova. Here the description seems to draw on the sentimental style of Karamzin. The narrator
finds a stream below the ruins of a Christian monastery and is struck by the contrast between
“the eternal movement of water and the eternal tranquility of these stones,” which he sees as a
kind of microcosm—“the whole universe in miniature”—based on the opposition between the
temporariness of human existence and the eternity of nature.1’® He goes on to execute a mental
“time travel” in the opposite direction from that described by the author of the preface, using the
same verb: “The whisper of the water made me ponder even more: | was transported
[perenessia] to the ages when these walls were still inhabited, when hermits, free and unfree,
here tried to forget everything earthly and live for the Heavenly. How many tears were shed
here. .. .”180 This time it is the melancholy dream-image that wakes the narrator up, and instead
of a cold wind, he experiences the beauty of nature: the sun shining through the trees onto the
waters. Once again, he ends with a general conclusion, albeit this time more hopeful: “How
small and perverse is man, how proud and weak! But | was comforted, and my eyes were raised
to heaven with a grateful tear.”18!

Even before arriving in Rome, the narrator already contemplates the layers of history he
will find there, each more ancient than the next, including ruins from the age of Augustus and

that of Pope Leo X. The oldest relic is an imported obelisk: “a stranger from Egypt, a stranger

179 “Beunoe mBMKEHHE BOJBI M BEYHOE CIIOKOWCTBHE CHX KaMHEH NpeCTaBIsIN Pa3UTENbHY 0
MIPOTUBOTIOIOKHOCTH: 51, Ka3aJI0Ch, BUIEI BCIO BCEJICHHYO B cokpatieHun” (306).

180 “I[lenoT BOMBI 3aCTAaBWI MEHS €IIlE GOJIEE 3a TyMATECS: 1 IEPEHECCS B TE BEKH, KOTJIA CUU CTEHBI €Ie OBUTH
06I/ITaeMLI, KOTa OTHICIIbHUKHU, BOJIBHBIC U HEBOJIBHEBIC, 31€CH CTapaJInCh 3a6I)ITI) BCC€ 3€MHOC U )KUTh He6eCHOMy.
CKOJIBKO 371€Ch ciie3 0b110 mpoauTo . . .7 (306)

181 “Kak mMaJ ¥ IpeBpaTeH 4el0BeK, TOpAbli u cna6blii! Ho s ObLI yTelleH, ¥ I1a3a MOH ¢ 6J1aro1apHoI0 CIE3010
nogHsuTuCh K HeOy” (306).

110



from the misty age of fable, of which the Romans themselves spoke with a kind of reverential
fear.”182 For the narrator, Rome exemplifies his argument that certain values persist despite the
rise and fall of empires. After listing the number of times Rome has been conquered and sacked,
he emphasizes that it will continue to retain a preeminent place the European sphere. Here he
does include a hand-waving justification for why he does not continue the history of Rome past
the time of Napoleon: “I will not speak of what has not yet been effaced from anyone’s
memory.”183 In fact, Kiukhelbeker does not include any significant discussion of the future
history of the world after the early nineteenth century, when the novella was written, other than
to note that Europe at some point fell into ruins. From a modern science fictional standpoint, this
would seem to be a startling lack of worldbuilding, but in fact, any discussion of future history
would have distracted from Kiukhelbeker’s main purpose: a reanalysis of the real history of his

own time.

2.10 Conclusion

Stepan Burachyok’s 1840 review of Odoevsky’s The Year 4338 serves as a window into
the reception of nascent speculative fiction by the informed Russian audience of the period. In a
manner reminiscent of later science fiction aficionados, the reviewer demonstrates a keen interest
in the depictions of future technology within the narrative, particularly the concept of the
hydrophone, a musical instrument that he claims to have already thought of inventing. However,

he criticizes the novella’s portrayal of future literary factions engaged in exacerbated polemics

182 “[[[]pumuien; w3 ErunTa, mpuuuien u3 TyMaHHOTO BPEMEHH 6a CHOCITIOBHSI, 0 KOTOPOM CaAMHU PHUMJISHE TOBOPHIIH C
KaKHM-TO OyiaroroBeitHsiM yxacom” (308).

183 “He craHy roBOPUTH O TOM, 4TO €LIE HE U3IIAaAUIO0Ch HU U3 ubeil mamaTu” (311).
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surpassing those of his own time. His lament evokes a sentiment prevalent in early nineteenth-
century discourse that emphasizes the moral implications of literature:

It is painful to think that our highly enlightened descendants will be even more capricious

than us in 2500 years. — For God’s sake, intelligent, gifted, scholarly poet, do not hint at

such things; you know how impressionable Russians are—they will immediately
reproduce your theory in practice. . . Poor literature, poor poetry! Were you given to us
for this?184
In a fitting twist, Burachyok employs the predictive lens intrinsic to future fiction to make his
own prognostication regarding the influence of Odoevsky’s novella. If their readers are innately
susceptible to new ideas—which for Burachyok is particularly true of Russians—the genre of
science fiction then becomes a way for authors not just to comment on the present, but to shape
the future, for good or ill.

Experiments with future fiction continued throughout the nineteenth century. The
Caucasus, despite its prominence in canonical Russian travel literature, did not figure in the
works of Odoevsky, Bulgarin, and Kiukhelbeker discussed above. This gap was remedied by
Vladimir Sollogub’s comedy The Night before the Wedding (Noch' pered svad'boi, 1855), in
which the Georgian protagonist falls into a drunken stupor at his bachelor’s party and travels in
his sleep to a version of Tiflis (Thilisi) a thousand years in the future.18 The play is replete with
local color, national and gender stereotypes, musical interludes, and arguments about Georgia’s
civilizational and technological progress.

When compared to the genre of spatial fantasy discussed in the first chapter, the genre of

temporal fantasy compelled authors to limit their imagination in one respect—their works are set

184 5 Burachek, review of 4338-i god: Peterburgskiia pis'ma, by V. F. Odoevskii, Maiak sovremennago
prosveshcheniia i obrazovannosti 2 (1840): chapter 4, p. 32.

185y, A Sollogub, “Noch’ pered svad’boi,” in Zurna, zakavkazskii almanakh, ed. E. A. Verderevskii (Tiflis:
Tipografiia kantseliarii namestnika kavkazskago, 1855), 337-75.
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in the real world with existing geography and some amount of cultural continuity with their
present. But this genre also allowed authors to expand their imagination in another direction—to
explore questions of the impact of future technology, of climate change, and of the preservation
or loss of history and the consequent persistence or disappearance of national identity and
national difference. These writers constructed new polities in the future that explicitly or
implicitly supported or refuted the empires and political structures of their own time. A third
genre, metafiction, would seem to forego connections to both spatial and temporal reality, but it
was still inevitably tied to real questions of nationality and empire, as | investigate in the next

chapter.
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Chapter 3: Metafictional Travel

Despite their fantastic elements, the journeys through space and time analyzed in the
previous two chapters still rely on a degree of realism, by upholding the conventional contract
between author and reader. The works’ protagonists end up in uncharted territories or future
epochs, yet once these bounds are crossed, the narratives usually evolve in a manner that aligns
with the reader’s expectations. The author knows that his educated readers will not mistake
fiction with reality, but hopes that they will yield to the illusion for a while, reveling in the
description of a strange new world and perhaps benefiting from moral or political lessons
embedded within. In this chapter, my inquiry will delve into instances where the very foundation
of conventional storytelling is undermined through a type of fantastic travel | designate as
metafictional. In nineteenth-century Russian fiction, this strain of travel writing is nowhere better
exemplified than by Aleksandr Veltman’s work The Wanderer (1831-32)—an amalgamation of
a realistic travelogue and an imaginative game in which the reader is invited to partake.!86 |
argue that Veltman’s pioneering foray into metafiction, combining empirical accounts of the
realities of the imperial borderlands with eccentric, unfettered digressions, afforded him a unique
way to depict the multifaceted relationship among the Russian intelligentsia, the state, and
various ethnic groups inside and outside the empire.

Metafiction, a term coined in 1960, signifies an author’s engagement with the narrative

that transcends the traditional boundaries of fictional storytelling.18” Patricia Waugh defines it as

186 Aleksandr Fomich Vel'tman, Strannik, ed. lu. M. Akutin (Moscow: Nauka, 1977). Page numbers in parentheses
refer to this edition.

187 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “metafiction, n.” accessed June 12, 2023,
https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/239935.
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“fictional writing which self-consciously and systematically draws attention to its status as an
artefact in order to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality.”*8 The term
is predominantly associated with postmodernist fiction of the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries. Mark Lipovetsky traces the genesis of metafiction in Russian literature to the
modernism of the 1920s and 30s, when it emerged as an intellectual response to totalitarian
Soviet ideology that ensnared the Word and Truth in a “grotesque paradox.”18® Metafiction
characterizes works such as Andrei Bitov’s Pushkin House (Pushkinskii dom, written in the late
1960s), which interweaves the story of a philologist living in Leningrad with historical and
literary digressions that come together to create a “simulation of reality.”190

The tendency to place the beginning of metafiction in the early twentieth century depends
on the premise of the preceding dominance of realism. Literary critics have historically perceived
the evolution of literature until the nineteenth century as an inexorable march towards heightened
verisimilitude. Most notably, Erich Auerbach identified mimesis—representing reality as it is—
as one of the goals of true art, intertwined with democratic and humanistic values and stretching
back to Homer.1®! The nineteenth century saw this drive to realism embodied in specific literary
movements, such as the “natural school” of Russian critical social realism so praised by
Belinsky, and ultimately the genre explicitly called “realism” in the late nineteenth century. For

Soviet critics, nineteenth-century “critical realism” was a predecessor to Socialist Realism,

188 patricia Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (London: Routledge, 1988), 2.

189 Mark Lipovetsky, Russian Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue with Chaos, ed. Eliot Borenstein (London:
Routledge, 2015), 11.

190 | jpovetsky, 43.

191 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, trans. Willard R. Trask
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1953).
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officially enshrined and enforced in the Soviet Union as the “truthful, historically concrete
depiction of reality in its revolutionary development.”92 Qutside the Soviet Union, Marxist
critics such as Gyorgy Lukacs, albeit with less rigidity, continued to connect the evolution of
realism in literature to a heightened social consciousness.!%3

The assumption that metafiction arose in the context of a crisis of truth in the twentieth
century, while partly convincing, obscures the complex interplay between realism, metafiction,
and fantasy that existed in earlier periods. In Russia in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, writers were engaged in an intense literary debate on the possibilities of a national
literature and literary language, as well as a political debate on the future of Russia within the
ever-evolving European community of nations. Writers were already discussing the role of
fiction in representing and shaping different versions of reality, but the tools they chose to do this
were varied. It was an open question whether truth referred to faithful reproductions of everyday
life—as it would later in the nineteenth century—or some more subjective connection to a higher
ideal, for example through the medium of lyric poetry, which had not yet relinquished its
privileged place within the literary sphere.

Metafictional travel fiction can also be seen as a subgenre of travel writing, which was
wildly popular in the nineteenth century. Looking at this genre as a whole give us a relatively
clear case of the range of possible relations between fictionality and reality. At first glance, one
might construct a diagram where fantastic or metafictional elements increasingly distance a text

from reality:

192 pervyi Vsesoiuznyi s”ezd sovetskikh pisatelei, 1934: stenograficheskii otchet (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1934), 716.

193 Gyorgy Lukéacs, The Historical Novel (New York: Humanities Press, 1965).
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But as | argue in this chapter, this linear model is too simplistic. A travelogue like The Wanderer

shows how metafiction can draw on the techniques of both fictional and non-fictional
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travelogues, and by creating a unique contract with the reader can actually simulate real travel. A

more nuanced diagram would therefore be Figure 1.

Reality/Truth

claims to directly represent claims to reflect/satirize, etc.

claims to grant a more direct connection to

includes/deconstructs

Non-fictional Fictional I

includes/deconstructs

( Metafictional (esp. Veltman) J

Figure 1: Truth and fiction relations
Any diagram will fail to capture the intricacies of actual literary works, but this one
captures some of the essential relations among these genres and their corresponding notions of
truth or reality. Non-fictional travelogues claim to represent real people, places, and events.
Although many non-fictional travelogues may contain fictional embellishments, these are usually
seen as violations of the contract with the reader, who may be relying on the author-traveler to
obtain a faithful view of foreign lands and peoples. Fictional travelogues invent a new reality.
This category could be further divided. In realistic works, the invented reality is meant to be a
mirror of our own, whereas in fantastic works it may be more extraordinary, but it still operates
in understandable ways. The author-reader contract includes a “suspension of disbelief.” This
now commonplace phrase was coined by Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1817, precisely in the
context of reality and fantasy. Coleridge reported a difference between his poetry at the time and

William Wordsworth’s—the former applying a semblance of reality to the supernatural and the
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latter opening the reader’s eyes to the wonders of ordinary life.2%* As we have seen in the
previous two chapters, fantastic fiction was often thought to require a realistic framing or
disclaimer—perhaps indicating that the authors could not depend entirely on a suspension of
disbelief.

The relation of metafiction to truth is complex, depending on its specific nature and
manifestation within the work as an occasional device or a governing principle. In the beginning
of his novel, however, Veltman claims that his metafictional work provides a deeper connection
to reality than ordinary fictional or non-fictional travelogues: whereas ordinary readers are
“eyewitnesses,” his reader is a “clairvoyant.”'° Rather than simply traveling from point to point,
the narrator wanders through physical and imaginary space. This wandering is presented merely
as an amusing experiment, but as an interactive experience for the reader, reflecting the common
human psychological experience of flitting from one impression to another. Veltman’s
metafiction (and that of similar authors such as Laurence Sterne) also openly borrows from non-
fiction and fiction, but deconstructs both of these genres, by laying bare their conventions or
disrupting the truth that they are usually meant to convey.

Using metafictional devices in travel narratives was already well developed by Veltman’s
day, although he may have been the first to conceive of a “journey through a map”—which
forms the initial premise of The Wanderer. Both non-fictional and fictional travelogues were
common enough in Europe by the eighteenth century that they were open to parody and

reimagining. Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels is not only full of fantastic lands and

194 samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria; Or Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions, vol.
2 (London: Rest Fenner, 1817), 2.

195 “[OJum camoBuaLpl, a Bl AcHoBHAel” (9).
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creatures—it also contains two preliminary, self-referential letters between the fictional Captain
Gulliver and his fictional publisher and cousin Richard Sympson. Captain Gulliver claims that
the events of his travels are the absolute truth and defends himself against the criticism of his
fellow “Yahoos” (deformed human-like creatures in the novel that he metafictionally relates to
humans of the real world). A more sustained metafictional experiment was undertaken by
Laurence Sterne in Tristram Shandy. Sterne had greater influence in Russia through his
structurally simpler travelogue, A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy, which
provided a model for Aleksandr Radishchev and Nikolai Karamzin, as well as Veltman.1% But
the influence of Tristram Shandy is visible in Veltman’s digressive plot and perhaps even in its
geographic theme: Neil Stewart argues that The Wanderer ““can generally be seen as an extension
of Sterne’s famous joke about the map of Namur, Uncle Toby, and his suggestion that Widow
Wadman should ‘lay [her] finger upon the place’ (TS, 2: 773) where he received his wound.”*?’
Another important influence was Xavier de Maistre’s Journey around My Room (Voyage autour
de ma chambre, 1794, first translated into Russian in 1802), a novel written when the author was
under house arrest in Turin. Drawing on Sterne and Rousseau, de Maistre uses his confined
surroundings as inspiration for thoughts about his life and sentiments, in a continual game with
the reader. 198

Veltman’s innovation, and the uniqueness of The Wanderer, was to combine this type of

metafictional play with a plethora of different fictional and nonfictional themes and plot

196 Stewart, “From Imperial Court to Peasant’s Cot,” 127-53.
197 Stewart, 141-42.

198 The first Russian translation was Xavier de Maistre, Puteshestvie po moei komnate, trans. Kriazhev (Moscow:
Kriazhev, Got'e i Mei, 1802).
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elements. Literary scholar Andreas Schonle, though he considers The Wanderer “barely
readable” (I disagree), highlights the multilayered aspect of Veltman’s work, identifying at least
five separate journeys contained in the book: the cartographic journey through the map, the real
journey taken by Veltman, “the erotic, the historical-mythological, and the philosophical.”1°
Many more categories could be made-the historical parts, for example, are constructed
differently according to the context (Ottoman, ancient Roman, ancient Greek, and so on). In this
chapter, however, and in accordance with the above diagram, | will probe more deeply into three
constitutive parts of Veltman’s work that connect to my main argument about literature and
empire: (1) the real imperial borderlands that served as inspiration for Veltman, as well as others
in his social sphere; (2) the fictional travel plot, in which the narrator’s opinions about
interactions with local inhabitants are most clearly described; (3) the fantastic and metafictional

digressions, which nevertheless connect to the “real” journey in various ways.

3.1 Real Imperial Borderlands

What imperial reality was Veltman attempting to capture through his metafictional work?
Geographically, the work centers on the southwestern frontier of the Russian Empire. Veltman
was not the only author to record his impressions of the area. Other Russian intellectuals such as
Aleksandr Pushkin and Filipp Vigel ended up in the region in the service of the Russian state,
and they quickly created a complicated collective vision of the frontier zone.

All of this was enabled by Russia’s push westward at the end of the eighteenth century

and beginning of the nineteenth. In 1774, Russia began sending partisans into the Danubian

199 Andreas Schonle, Authenticity and Fiction in the Russian Literary Journey, 1790-1840 (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2000), 159-60.
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principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, vassals of the Ottoman Empire. It occupied the area
during various wars with the Ottomans, who finally ceded a portion of the principality of
Moldavia in the Treaty of Bucharest on May 28, 1812. The newly annexed triangle of land was
bordered by the river Prut to the west, the Dniester to the east, and the Black Sea to the south. In
contrast to the present country of Moldova, the Bessarabian region, formed in 1818, had a
significant coastline, from the Danube delta to the Dniester estuary, now part of Ukraine.200

Bessarabia, like other newly conquered western territories, such as Poland and Finland,
presented significant administrative challenges for the Russian government. Under Alexander |
the region enjoyed more autonomy than the central regions of the empire, which led, however, to
disagreements between Russian officials and local elites. As the historian George F. Jewsbury
notes, “in war against the common Turkish enemy and in peace, the combination of Russians and
Romanians produced governmental chaos.” Alexander’s treatment of the region also drew
criticism at home, “from the conservative Karamzin to the revolutionary Pestel’.”201

Like the rest of the Black Sea region, Bessarabia was ethnically and socially diverse. The
social hierarchy of Moldavia was assimilated into the Russian system. At the top of the hierarchy
were the boyars (boieri), who joined the Russian dvorianstvo, and the clergy. In the 1861 census,
these two groups constituted 3.3 percent of the population and controlled 71.6 of the land. At the
other end of the spectrum were the peasants (tarani), 58.6 percent of the population, who owned

no land, although they were not serfs. In between were colonists, state peasants, and Cossacks.

200 George F. Jewsbury, The Russian Annexation of Bessarabia, 1774-1828: A Study of Imperial Expansion
(Boulder, CO: East European Quarterly, 1976). For a Soviet social history of the region, see L. N. Oganian,
Obshchestvennoe dvizhenie v Bessarabii v pervoi chetverti XIX veka (Kishinev: Shtiintsa, 1974).

201 Jewsbury, Russian Annexation, 4.
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There was also a significant population of Jews, and the most marginal group, the Romani
people or “gypsies.” Although they were “the only juridically unfree people in Bessarabia, 202
from the perspective of Pushkin, in his 1824 poem Gypsies (Tsygany), their nomadic lifestyle
represented a kind of freedom unattainable for the modern Western subject. The Russian
administration actively encouraged immigration to fill the underpopulated region and strengthen
its position as a frontier against the Ottomans. The ethnic composition of the region in the 1850s
was “Romanians 66.4 percent, Ruthenians 13.1 percent, Jews 8.6 percent, Bulgarians 5.2
percent, Germans 2.6 percent, Great Russians 2.1 percent, Gypsies 1.0 percent, Ukrainian 0.5
percent, Armenians 0.2 percent, and Poles and Swiss 0.1 percent.”?93

The center of Russian administration was Kishinev, on the river Prut, which was
ethnically even more diverse than the province. The nineteenth-century historian Bartenev wrote
that in the time of Veltman and Pushkin the town was “extremely motley,” consisting of
“Moldavians, Jews, and Bulgarians” and also “Greeks, Turks, our Little Russians [. . .] Karaites,
Arnauts, French, and even Italians [. . .] each with their own dialects and costumes.” Despite the
paternalistic inclusion of the term “our Little Russians,” Bartenev says that there were few “true
Russian settlers,” mostly “soldiers and officials.”204

Russian officials occupied a peculiar position in Kishinev society. Jewsbury describes

them as alienated from and disdainful of the local culture: “Kishinev was as remote an

202 Jewsbury, 63.
203 Jewsbury, 67.

204 “Hacenenue KumuHesa, B TO BpeMs, ObLIO 0 Upe3BbIUaHHOCTH MecTpoe. [ TaBHYIO0 Maccy COCTaBIANH, €CIH He
ommbaemcs, Monaasane, JKunbl u bonrape; Ho TyT e xunu ['pexu, Typku, Hatm Manopoccusbine, Hemirsr;
noragainuck U Kapaumsl, ApHayTel, @paHiry3sl, 1 qaxe MranbsHibl, KaXKablii ¢ CBOUM rOBOPOM, B CBOMX Hapsaax.
Hacrosnmx pycckux nepeceyieHeB ObII0 ene MaJio. BoibIryio 4acTh pyCccKOTO HaCEICHHSI COCTABIISIIN CONIATHI U
yuroBHukU.” P. Bartenev, “Pushkin v iuzhnoi Rossii: 1820-1823,” Russkii arkhiv 8-9 (1866), 1124-25.
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assignment for a Russian official, 1812—-1828, as Santa Fe, New Mexico would have been for an
American official in 1848-1860.7295 The Russians here included several notable figures of the
time. Veltman was stationed there from 1818 to 1831 to perform a topographical survey. Other
prominent figures were the Decembrists Pavel Pestel, Aleksei Orlov, and Vladimir Raevsky, and
various other intellectuals such as Vigel. In 1820 Aleksandr Pushkin was assigned to Kishinev
while serving in the College of Foreign Affairs. His reassignment from St. Petersburg was
connected with his provocative behavior and the circulation of poems seen as subversive, most
notably “Liberty: An Ode.” Although the term “southern exile” is frequently encountered in
Pushkin studies, this was officially a temporary reassignment. Only a year later, in 1821, did
Pushkin begin to view his situation as an exile, drawing parallels between his relationship with
the emperor and that of the Roman poet Ovid and Emperor Augustus, which had resulted in
Ovid’s banishment, also to the shores of the Black Sea.?% Veltman’s group of acquaintances in
Bessarabia, including Russians and some Romanians and Greeks, totaled about 334 people.207
In Veltman’s time, the population of Kishinev was growing rapidly, from 3,000 at the
beginning of the century to 26,000 around 1822. Veltman described the immigrants from the
principalities in his memoirs of Bessarabia, an excerpt of which was first published in The
Contemporary in 1837: “[Kishinev] teemed with people. [. . .] It already seemed more like a

confluence of people at a local festival, where the visitors settle in somehow, with whole families

205 Jewsbury, Russian Annexation, 134.

206 |rina Reyfman, How Russia Learned to Write: Literature and the Imperial Table of Ranks (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 2016), 47-50.

207 Jewsbury, Russian Annexation, 137.

124



living in a single room.”2%8 Bartenev described it as “sprawled on the flat and dirty banks of the
small river Byk, with narrow, crooked streets, dirty bazaars, low shops, and small houses with
tile roofs, but also with many gardens of Lombardy poplars and white acacias.”?20°

The rapid growth caused constant sanitation problems. In his “Remarks on the Current
State of Bessarabia” Filipp Vigel, one of Pushkin’s acquaintances, described the poor condition
of the old part of town, both unpleasant and unsanitary:

Entering it, one’s eyes and the sense of smell suffer equally. It consists of winding lanes

filled with Jews and lined with hovels, closely stuck to one another. Waste water and

uncleanness flow here from everywhere. From here they fall into the Byk and in the
summer heat they so infect the air as to produce general fevers.210

The condition of the city Vigel described is such that it is unpleasant or dangerous to walk
outside. Again he saw the problem as connected to a particular aspect of national character—
laziness—but here there was also a class dimension: the richer residents move about only in
carriages. Although Vigel was the most ardent in his criticism, his opinions were apparently

common in his circle of acquaintances. In a poem he sent to Vigel, Pushkin called Kishinev a

208 “Hapon kumien y>xe B HeM. BMecTo IBeHaAIlaTH THICAY JKUTENEH TyT ObLIO yKe A0 MATUAECITH THICSY Ha
NIPOCTPAHCTBE YETHIPEX KBaApaTHBIX BepcT. OH moxoaui yxe 0ojee Ha CTeUeHHe HapoJa Ha MECTHBIN Npa3IHUK,
r7ie IpUEe3KUe MOCENSIIOTCSA KOe-KaK, 1IeJible CeMbH XHUBYT B 0JHOU koMHaTe. Ho He oaun KumnHeB HanomHUICS
BbIXOoAIlaMu U3 Mongasuu u Banaxuu; Hacenenue Bcelt beccapa6uu, no kpaiineit mepe, yasownocs.” A. F.
Vel'tman, “Vospominaniia o Bessarabii,” in Pushkin v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov, 3rd ed. (St. Petersburg:
Akademicheskii proekt, 1998), 1:272.

209 “Bo ppems [ymKkiHAa OH COCTOSN MOYTH U3 OJJHOTO TaK HA3bIBAEMOTO CTAPOT0 TOPO/ia, paCKUHYTOTO MO MI0CKUM
U IPSI3HBIM GeperaM HeOOIbLION peku Bhika, ¢ TECHBIMH, KPUBBIMU YIIMIAMH, TPA3HBIMU 0a3apaMu, HU3€HbKUMH
JaBKaMH U HEGOIBIIMMH JOMUKAMH, KPHITHIMH YEPENULEH, HO 32 TO CO MHOXKECTBOM Ca JOB M3 IUPaMUIaIbHBIX
TomoJjel u Oenblx akanuu.” Bartenev, “Pushkin v iuzhnoi Rossii,” 1124.

210 “Bpesxkas B Hee, PaBHO CTPAaNaloT M B30P, M OOOHSIHNE, OHA BCA COCTOMT B M3TyUYHCTHIX HepeyIKax,
HAIIOJITHCHHBbIX >KI/IZ[aMI/I W YHHU3a HHBIX JIa4y>XXKaMH, TCCHO APYT K APYTry NPHUKICCHHBIMU. IloMmou 1 HEeUHCcTOTA
CTCKAaITCA Cr0JJa U3 BCEX MECT, OTCHOJa yIIaAarT B BrIk u B neTHUE JKapbl TaK 3apaXarT BO3AYX, UTO IIPOU3BOAAT
noBaJibHbIe JTuxopaaku.” F. F. Vigel', Zamechaniia na nyneshnee sostoianie Bessarabii: pisano v Oktiabre 1823
goda (Moscow: Universitetskaia tipografiia, 1892), 26.
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“cursed town” with “sinful roofs” and “filthy Jewish shops,” which were so bad they could not
even be compared to Sodom.?!!

Vigel makes a revealing extended comparison between the Moldavians of his day and the
Russians before Peter I. Bessarabia was an ideal place to observe the “remnants of eastern
customs and the beginning of European education.” The similarities between Moldavians and the
old Russians were numerous: “the name of the boyars, their long clothes, long beards, tall hats,
the rich furs in which they cover themselves, their ignorance, rudeness. . . .” The domestic spaces
they occupied were also similarly uncomfortable: “a lack of the most essential items needed for a
convenient and pleasant life; low rooms, in which the decoration consists of wide benches
covered with carpets; tables weighed down by a multitude of tasteless dishes,” and so on. In
contrast to the mixing of the sexes in society brought about by Peter I, Bessarabia continued the
“separation of women from any participation in common life.” The comparison extended even to
the form of Cyrillic used by Moldavians, “with hooks and tildes over the letters, exactly the same
as the ancient columns of the Moscow Archive.”?12

The combination of overlapping cultures, combined with loose policing, led to the
flowering of several related revolutionary movements in the early nineteenth century. One was

the Filiki Hetaireia, or “Friendly Society” of revolutionaries striving to overthrow Ottoman rule

211 «E F, Vigeliu,” in Pushkin, Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 9:75.

212 “[O]cTaTku BocTounbIx 00bI9aeB u Hauano EBpomneiickoii o6pasosannocty [. . .] Hassauue 6osp, ANMHHAS UX

OJIeX1a, INTMHHBIE GOPO/Ibl, BRICOKHE MIATIKH, O0TaThie MeXa, KOUMH OHU MOKPBIBAIOTCS, MX HEBEXKECTBO, IPYOOCTh.
[. . .] [H]lemocTaTok B caMOHYXHEHIIHX MpeaMeTax Iist y100CTBa U MPUATHOCTH JKH3HHU, HU3KAE KOMHATHI, KOUX
yOpaHCTBO COCTOUT B MIMPOKHX JaBKaX MOKPBITBIX KOBPAMH; CTOJIBI OTATOLICHHBIE MHOXECTBOM HEBKYCHBIX OJIIO]
[. . .] ynaneHue sxeHIHH OT BCSIKOTO y4acTus B 00miexutud. [. . .] [C] kproukaMu ¥ 10 THTIIa MU [THCA HHBIE,
MMOXO0HW HU 1aTh HU B3ATh Ha ApeBHHe cToa01b6I MockoBckoro Apxusa.” Vigel’, Zamechaniia, 30.
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in Greece. Their aims overlapped with those of Romanian leaders hoping for the independence
of their principalities. As Richard Stites notes, Kishinev was an “ideal base” for anti-Ottoman
activities. It was the heart of large network of hetairists, led primarily by Alexandros Y psilanti,
who “maintained correspondence far and wide throughout Ottoman and diaspora lands.”?%2 The
other group consisted of the future Decembrists. Kishinev was home to one of the fifteen
chapters of the secret society known as the Union of Welfare, founded in 1818, and its successor
the Southern Society, founded in 1821. Its leader was Pavel Pestel, who had come to Kishinev to
confer with Ypsilanti and gather information about the situation in Moldavia. These disparate
groups of radicals maintained social connections, including at the Masonic lodge, Ovid, no. 25,
founded by Ivan Pushchin in early 1821 and later joined by Pushkin.

The history of these radical movements is too complex to discuss here, but is important to
note that Bessarabia served as a unique zone in the Russian Empire for the development of
radical activities and for exchange and support between revolutionary activists across
southeastern Europe, even if not all of these revolutionary movements were successful. Although
censorship prohibited Veltman from mentioning Russian revolutionaries in The Wanderer, he
does mention the Greek hetairists several times and the losing battle they fought at Skulyany

(166), an event later taken up by Pushkin in his story “Kirdzhali” (1834).

3.2 Fictional and Non-Fictional Representations of Imperial Reality

In The Wanderer Veltman crafted a text that at times ties his readers down to imperial

reality—with a profusion of minutiae concerning the frontiers of the Russian and Ottoman

213 Richard Stites, The Four Horsemen: Riding to Liberty in Post-Napoleonic Europe (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2014), 199-200.

127



Empires—and at other times whisks them away on uninhibited tangents to disparate places and
times, as well as into the phantasmagorical recesses of the mind. As Andreas Schonle observes,
extracting a cogent plot from The Wanderer requires serious intellectual exertion from the
reader.?14 The most clearly discernible plot line consists of the narrator’s journey through the
liminal zones of the Russian and Ottoman Empires—but even that aspect of the narrative
requires effort, as most of the towns villages he mentions would have been obscure to most
Russian readers without recourse to a map. The Soviet scholar Yury Akutin argued that a number
of the love poems form an extended narrative of Veltman’s affair with a married woman,
Ekaterina Isupova, but there is no direct evidence in the text that she is the addressee, or even
that all the poems refer to the same woman.

Although we can readily believe that the more realistic passages of the travelogue are in
some way based on Veltman’s own experiences in the region, they are still fictional, and their
fictionality is put into relief by the inclusion of more explicitly “non-fictional,” historical
passages. The most extreme example of the latter is a military report on the “Occupation of the
position at Sumnu” in chapter 260.21° Here is described, in glowing terms, “the decisive and
glorious crossing of the Russian troops across the river Danube on the twenty-seventh of May,
ordered by the Tsar himself.”216

Other sections with a mostly non-fictional, non-plot-oriented tone are the descriptions of

cities visited by the narrator, which draw their effectiveness from copious amounts of material,

214 Schonle, Authenticity and Fiction, 160.

215 This section is omitted in Akutin’s edition, either through inadvertence or perhaps because the editor saw the
section as completely divorced from the fictional plot.

bl

216 “PemmrenbHBIN M CTaBHBIN Mepexox Poccniickux Boick upes p. dyHaii, 27 Mast, camu LlapeM pacriopssKeHHBIH.
Aleksandr Fomich Vel'tman, Strannik, part 3 (Moscow: V tipografii Semena Selivanovskago, 1832), 41.
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linguistic, and cultural detail, based in part on the author’s real-life experiences. In describing
Kishinev, for example, the narrator focuses, as do Vigel, Senkovsky, and Pushkin, on the dust
and dirt of the border provinces. What Veltman adds to these clichés, however, is a connection
between the disordered nature of life in this frontier town and its ethnic and linguistic diversity:
The first things that struck my eye were the taverns and petty shops: in almost every

house on the windowsills stood bottles of wine and vodka, and on the wide sliding
shutters hung tobacco, sulfur, nails, bullets, rope, mesti, cusme, pipes, cascaval, oil. . . 217

The foreign words in this novel—especially Romanian, but also French, German, English, Latin,
Turkish, Arabic, and Greek—are only sometimes translated in this novel, giving the reader the
same sense of being in a bewildering, diverse, foreign landscape. Although this is clearly based
on a real setting, it fulfills the same function as the “cognitive estrangement” a science fictional

traveler experiences when arriving on a new planet.

3.3 Multiethnicity and Multilingualism

In The Wanderer, as in many imperial and colonial texts, seemingly objective displays of
scientific knowledge are also combined with subjective stereotyping of different ethnic groups.
Here again, the overall impression is of great cultural diversity—appealing for the narrator as
anthropologist, confusing for the narrator as a subject from the imperial center. It is not
surprising that the narrator is fascinated with the story of the tower of Babel and its supposed
archaeological remnant in the region of Baghdad (48).

The narrator depicts the Moldavians as a simple people, with a mixture of Western and

Eastern characteristics, which align with gender differences. A Moldavian host is hospitable to

217 “TlepBoe, uTO MHE GPOCUIIOCH B IM1a3a, OBUIH IIMHKK W MEJIOYHBIE JIA BKH; OYTH BO BCAKOM JIOME Ha OKOUIKaX
CTOSUIH B Oy THUISIX BUHO U BOJIKA, & Ha IIUPOKHX OITyCKHBIX CTaBHSIX TabakK, cepa, rBO31H, 1pO0b, BEPEBKH, MEIITH,
KyIIMBI, TpyOKH, KOUKOBaI, Macio. ..” (26-27).
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his Muscovite guest but gruffly imperious to his own Albanian servant. His Ottoman
characteristics (divan and fez) are emphasized, and he speaks a mixture of Russian and
Romanian:

Passing through the hall, my ear was struck with the clapping of hands and loud
imperious sounds: “lorghi, ciubuce!” In the next room the master of the house was sitting
in all his grandeur on the divan. As soon as we entered, he sat up, took off his fez, and
grandly pronounced: “Your servant! Poftim, sezi/” and then repeated “lorghi,
ciubuce!?18

The marked otherness of the host contrasts with the appearance and behavior of Romanian
women in the novel. For example, mistress of one house where the narrator stays is “a young
woman in a black dress, which adhered to her like springtime to nature,” who greets him in
French and invites him into her apartment—an erotic encounter is hinted at in the following
chapter. 21°

These examples of the othering of the ethnic groups of the Danubian principalities, along
with the stark gender differences, align with the European Orientalist fantasy analyzed by
Edward Said, and which can also be found in the works of other Russian writers of the period
such as Pushkin, Lermontov, and Bestuzhev-Marlinsky. But several features distinguish
Veltman’s relation to other cultures. One is the diversity of ethnic groups and languages that he
includes in the novel, motivated by his journey through Bessarabia and other multiethnic regions.

The Wanderer foregrounds the extreme diversity of languages in many ways. Sometimes this

218 “TIpoxos 32y CIIyX MOH ITOpaskeH OBUI XJTOaHBEM B JIa TOLIM ¥ IPOMKHMH TTOBETHTENBHBIMY 3ByKaMu: Mopru!
yyOyde! — B ciexyromei KOMHaTe XO35HH I0Ma CHIIET HA JUBaHE BCEIO CBOCIO 0c00010. ExBa MbI B3o1LITH, OH

TIPUTIOTHSICS, CHSUT (ecKy W mpou3Hec BaxxHO: ciayra! mydrum, mer, a moToM moBTopwi cHoBa: Mopru! uybyue!”
(30-31)

219 “Mono1eHbKY 0 KEHIIUHY B YePHOM ILIaThe, KOTOPOe K Hell IPHUCTalo, Kak BecHa K mpupose” (32).
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diversity is painted in a positive light. In Bucharest, the narrator describes the rows of carriages
filled with well-dressed young ladies out for display. The narrator appreciates this spectacle:

Thus hundreds of carriages stretch through Bucharest like moving greenhouses. The

sounds: “Kali imera sas! Hos geldin! Seara buna! Vecher dobry! Bon soir! Guten Abend!

Wie befinden Sie ... Sie ... Sie ... Sie...sich?” merge with the clatter of the wheels

and continue until they are exhausted.

This is evidently one of the enjoyments of the fairer sex here.220

Once again, the narrator’s acceptance of foreignness is connected to gender. In the masculine
context, though, language diversity is appreciated only when it serves to support the Russian
imperial project. When the narrator describes a crowd assembled to praise Emperor Nicholas I,
the cheers are heartening in their multilingualism: “they watch in awe, murmuring in different
languages: Russian, Moldavian, Bulgarian, Turkish, Serbian, German, French, ltalian, and
Greek.”?21

Overwhelming language diversity often comes across as troubling. In a digression about
the Muslim paradise, the narrator joins the common Orientalist fascination with the houris, or the
virgins of Paradise promised to the Muslim faithful. Despite this tempting image, the narrator is
disturbed by one element of this heaven:

Imagine also the angels there, with 70,000 mouths each, and each mouth has 70,000

tongues, and each tongue praises God 70,000 times a day in 70,000 different dialects.

This is terrible! What a noise, what an outcry! No! It would be a misfortune to be in the
Muhammadan Eden, in spite of the wonderful food and the ever-virgin houris.?22

220 “Takum 06pa30M TAHYTCA BIOJIb BykapecTa COTHM SKUIasxell, Kak IBMKyIIHECS opamkeper. 3Byku: Kanmu umepa
— cac! Xom — mabia! Capa 6yna! Beuep no6psiii! Bon soirl Guten Abend! Wie befinden Sie... Sie... Sie... Sie...
SiCh? ciMBatoTCA CO CTYKOM KOJIEC H TIPOJOIDKAIOTCA 10 YTOMICHHUS. DTO OJHO M3 BUIUMBIX HACIIaXICHMH
npeKpacHoro 3aemHero noja” (83).

221 “CMOTPHT M yIMBJIAETCS; TOJKH €T0 Pa3daloTcs Ha A3BIKAX: PYCCKOM, MOJIIa BCKOM, OYJITapCKOM, TYPEIKOM,
cepOCKOM, HEMEIKOM, (paHIly3CKOM, HTaJIHaHCKOM U rpedeckom’ (93).

222 “Boo6pasure cede TaM ke aHrenos, umeromux o 70 000 ycr, kaxasie ycra o 70 000 A3bIKOB, M Ka kKbl A3BIK,

xBassamuit 6ora 70 000 pa3 B nens Ha 70 000 pasauuHBIX Hapednsax. DTo ykacHO! 4To 3a 1mryMm, 9To 3a kpuk! Her!
6ena OBITH B MATOMETOBOM DJieMe, HECMOTPS Ha NPEKPACHBIN CTOJ ¥ BEYHO JIEBCTBEHHBIX Iypuit” (33).
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This imagined place is even worse than the imperial borderlands: the erotic temptation is not
enough to overcome the narrator’s aversion to this excessively multiplied, multilingual din.

The problem of language difference and incomprehensibility is taken to an extreme in a
striking dream sequence inserted in the middle of the narrator’s descriptions of his military
activities in northeastern Bulgaria. The dream nature of the story, however, is only revealed at
the end; the narrative shifts dramatically in tone as the narrator describes traveling to a town in
which the residents answer his questions only with letters of the Hebrew alphabet: alef, bet,
gimel. . .. Increasingly anxious, the narrator runs around, finally ending up at a palace where he
is presented to a beautiful maiden, who initially proves to be a source of relief for the narrator:

The cha[ming sound she made was not like the rapturous French ah!, the dry Greek d!,

iov!, or !, the proud Latin iah!, the sentimental German ach!, the sharp Italian ah!, or

the silly Hebrew okh! No, it was a tender Russian akh! in the midst of the profoundest

silence. It penetrated deep into my heart.223
Here different languages are associated with different emotions, as was common in nineteenth-
century discourse. Here we can interpret the epithets assigned to each language as stemming
from the reaction of an educated Russian observer, familiar with Western European languages,
but prejudiced against markers of Judaism. But the Russian akh—though essentially identical in
sound to the German equivalent—is the only one with the magical power to affect the narrator’s
emotions, connecting him in his wandering for a moment to his native land and culture. Akh was

the Russian sentimentalist interjection par excellence, used frequently in Karamzin’s works, and

was often parodied.

223 “370T OYapOBATENbHEIH 3ByK He OBIT IIOX03K HU Ha BocTopskeHHoe ah! dpanmysckoe, Hu Ha cyxoe &! 100! unu ¢!
rpeueckoe, HA Ha ropaoe iah! matuHckoe, HE Ha YyBcTBHTENbHOE aCh! Hemenkoe, Hu Ha peskoe ah! uranbsHckoe,
HH Ha TIIYIIOE tloX eBpelCcKoe; HeT, 3TO ObIIO HeXHOE pycckoe ax! mocpenn rirybouaiimero momuaaus. OHO
MPOHUKIIO B TIyOuHY Moero cepara.” (132)
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This scene layers multiple elements of the Russian traveler’s experience in the imperial
borderlands. The real-life problem of incomprehensibility caused by lack of a common language
is here taken to an extreme, as the dream-world residents are not speaking any language that
could be understood, though the narrator tries, misidentifying the chanted letters as German and
later Sanskrit. A second layer of the text is its anti-Semitism, of a type that was common in
Russian travelogues of the time. Apart from their use of the Hebrew alphabet, the characters are
not explicitly marked as Jewish.224 But the Hebrew alphabet does link the characters to a religion
and culture that was seen as Other and perhaps connected to a disturbing mysticism. The gender
dynamic is the same as before: a woman provides comfort to the narrator who is distressed by
the overwhelming presence of the Other. In this case, the comfort is short-lived, for the maiden
herself eventually begins to chant the Hebrew letters, before the narrator finally wakes up. This
scene may be compared with the “Taman’” story in Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time, in which,
as Valeria Sobol notes, the Russian frontier town of the title “emerges as a space fraught with
danger, incomprehensibility, and otherness,” partly because of the uncertain nationality of
Taman’ natives, who respond in Ukrainian to the protagonist Pechorin, but speak in Russian
among themselves.22> The uncanny, seemingly Jewish residents of the dream town seem to

reflect a similar anxiety over ethnic difference in the mind of Veltman’s narrator.

224 In Akutin’s edition, the narrator does at one point shout, “Demon! Jew!” but in the first and second editions this
line is “Demon! Sanskrit!” Sanskrit is here a negative marker of an incomprehensible language—quite different
from its function as a signifier of wisdom in Shcherbatov’s Journey to the Land of Ophir, discussed in chapter 1.

225 \/aleria Sobol, “The Uncanny Frontier of Russian Identity: Travel, Ethnography, and Empire in Lermontov’s
‘Taman’,”” Russian Review 70, no. 1 (2011): 66.
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3.4 Historical Imagination

In contrast to the dirty streets of Kishinev, the rest of Bessarabia included numerous sites
of historical interest to the newly arrived Russians. For example, in 1821, Pushkin either planned
to or did in fact visit Bendery, where Charles X1 of Sweden had lived after fleeing from his
defeat at Poltava; Ismail, the Ottoman fortress captured by general Suvorov in 1791, and other
sites of historical interest. The very same sites served as inspiration for Veltman’s imaginary
travelogue The Wanderer. The narrator inserts a mini-story about Charles X11°s actions at
Bendery as the Ottomans are storming his “palace,” after he had exhausted their hospitality (38—
39). When it comes to Russian history, the narrator is generally laudatory, attributing, for
example, legendary greatness to the Russian victory at 1zmail: “Here Suvorov in the course of
eleven hours did what the Egyptian pharaoh Psammetichus with 400,000 troops barely managed
to do in 254,040 hours at the Assyrian fortress of Azotus in Palestine.”226

Equally important as the recent battles was the ancient history of the region. Bessarabia’s
position at the edge of the Greek and Roman world motivated the new residents of the province
to form both scholarly and fanciful links with the classical past. The scholarly side included
writers like Veltman, who in 1828, perhaps building on his topographical work, published An
Outline of the Ancient History of Bessarabia, with the Addition of Historical Excerpts and a
Map. As the title suggests, this work focuses on the pre-Ottoman and pre-Russian history of the
region, with several pages devoted to such questions as the origin of the earthworks known as
“Trajan’s Wall”—Veltman anticipates the modern consensus that this was not in fact built by

Trajan. The conclusion, however, contains an assessment of the recent past:

226 “31eck CyBopos 133 B npogomkenue 11 yacoB To Hafenan, uTo erunerckoMy napio Icamerruxy ¢ 400 000
BOMCKOM efiBa yaayiock caenath B 254 040 gacoB npex acCHpUICKOIO KpenocThio A3oToM B ITanectune” (48).
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Perhaps no other space on earth has seen as many tribes of people of different origins on

its surface as Bessarabia.

For almost 2,500 years, it was a restless abode amidst ruling nations, not knowing
where its permanent possessors resided. But the year 1812 decided the fate of Bessarabia:
the double-headed eagle spread its wing farther to the south—and the region now lies
under a reliable shelter protecting it from the storms that disturb the welfare of nations.22’

Veltman, in this passage, constructs a distinct spatial and temporal narrative of empire: the past
Is characterized by the diversity of tribes and the dominance of non-Russian rulers; the present
and future are defined by the Russian annexation, which is portrayed with an air of optimism,
suggesting a peaceful and stable future for the region under Russian paternalistic control. Just as
in The Wanderer, Veltman has a cartographer’s perspective—one could imagine how in a
fictional version of this passage the eagle might have literally spread its wings over the map. In
line with this perspective, however, the fate of the local inhabitants is not mentioned.

For classically educated Russians, the fact that the Roman poet Ovid was exiled to the
town of Tomi, somewhere on the western coast of the Black Sea region was a motivation for
scholarly inquiry and a source of local pride—for example, the Masonic lodge in Kishinev was
named after him. According to a tradition first recorded perhaps by Dimitrie Cantemir in his

Description of Moldavia, Tomi was located near Akkerman in Bessarabia, on the Dniester

estuary; the same tradition led to the naming of the town of Ovidiopol’, founded in 1793.228

227 “MoskeT ObITh, HET Ha 3eMJIe APYTOro MpOCTPAHCTBA, KOTOPOe ObI BUAENO HA TIOBEPXHOCTHU CBOEH CTOIBLKO
TUIEMEH JIIOJIeH pa3IMyHOTO MPOUCXOKaeHH, Kak beccapa6us. [Toutu B npomomkenne 2500 et ona OblIa MEXIY
BJIa AbIYC€CTBOBAa BIIMMH HapOAaMHU HCYCIIOKOCHHOIO 06I/IT6J'IB}O, HE 3HABLICHO, I'/IC ) XUBYT NOCTOSHHBIC €€
obmagatenu. Ho 1812 rox pemmwn xpebuii beccapaOuu: AByTaBbIii Opes pacuIMpuil KPbUIO Jaljiee Ha Ior — | OHa
0T Ha IE)KHBIM KPOBOM, KyJla He JOCATHYT OypH, HapyInaroinye 6iiarogeHctsue HapoaoB.” Vel'tman, Nachertanie
drevnei istorii Bessarabiis prisovokupleniem istoricheskikh vypisok i karty (Moscow: Semén Selivanovskii, 1828),
54,

228 Demetriu Cantemir, “Descriptio Moldaviae,” in Operele principelui Demetriu Cantemiru, vol. 1 (Bucharest:

Typographia Curtii, 1872), 9; “Ovidiopol’,” in Entsiklopedicheskii slovar’ Brokgauza i Efrona, vol. 22a (St.
Petersburg, 1897), 664.
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After Pushkin’s initial service term in Bessarabia was extended, Pushkin began to view
this as a kind of banishment, for which he found a convenient classical parallel in the life of
Ovid. Ovid appears in Eugene Onegin as a “sufferer” who “ended his brilliant and rebellious age
[. . .] in Moldavia, in the remote steppes, far from his Italy.”22° Elsewhere Pushkin draws a more
explicit link between himself and the Roman poet. He addressed him directly in an ode in 1821:

Ovid, I live near the quiet shores,

To which you once brought your expelled paternal gods,

And left your ashes.

Your bleak lamentations glorified these places;

And the gentle voice of your lyre is not yet dumb;

This land is still full of your words.?30
Ovid also figures in a poem Pushkin sent to the Nikolai Gnedich (1821) and in the narrative
poem Gypsies (1824), in which an old man tells of a foreigner with a “wondrous gift for song”
and “a voice like the sound of the waters,” who lived on the banks of the Danube.231

For the Russian literary elite enduring the vexations of frontier life in Kishinev, Ovid

represented a connection to a nobler, if tragic, purpose. In fact, in the same ode to Ovid, Pushkin

linked his own story not only to Ovid’s, but also to Y psilanti’s:

229 Bpina HayKa CTPAacCTU HEXHOM,
Kotopyto Bocnien Ha3oH,
3a yTo cTpajaliblieM KOHYWI OH
CBoii BeK OJeCTSIIUN 1 MATEKHBIH
B MonnaBuu, B Iy CTeNew,
Bpanu Uranuu cBoeii.
Pushkin, Evgenii Onegin, chapter 1, stanza 8, in Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 4:14.

230 Opuyuit, 51 5KUBY OITH3 THXMX GEpPETOB,
KoTopbIM U3rHaAHHBIX OTCYECKUX OOTOB
ThI HekorIa MPUHEC U TIETeNT CBOW 0CTaBHII.
TBo# 6e30TpaIHBIH TUTAY MecTa CUH MTPOCIIaBUI;
W nupsl HeXHEBIH TIac enie He OHEMElT;

Emie TBoei MOJIBOI1 HaTIOTHEH Cel mpeelt.
Pushkin, “K Ovidiiu,” in Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 1:140-41.

231 pyshkin, “lz pis'ma k Gnedichu,” in Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 1:165. “Hmen on necen ausHsIif nap / U
roJioc, mymy Boj moxo6usid.” Pushkin, “Tsygany,” in Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 3:166.
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I wandered in those days, when the noble Greek
Summoned freedom to the banks of the Danube.232

As Jostein Bartnes notes, in this ode “Pushkin visualizes from a point of view in the future how
the days of his own exilic solitude [. . .] will be associated with the historical events that took
place during his banishment to Bessarabia in the neighbouring Danubian Principalities.”?33 Here
Pushkin summons a grand historical legacy for himself, in a similar manner to his “Monument”
poem discussed in the previous two chapters.

For the more academic Veltman, the appeal of Ovid was less romantic and more
connected to his interest in antiquarian discussions. Current scholarly consensus places Tomi at
the site of modern Constanta in Romania, and the association with Bessarabia had already
questioned by the 1820s. Pushkin seems to have favored a location at the mouth of the Danube,
as seen in the quotations above. Veltman was more accurate, placing it near the present-day town
of Mangalia. In The Wanderer, he quips about this controversy: “Maybe some Genoese ship
conveyed his tombstone as ballast to the site of present-day Ovidiopol and unintentionally sowed
doubt regarding the tradition in the minds of future generations.”?34 In contrast to Pushkin,
Veltman is much less concerned with a grand historical narrative and does not see the need to
connect Ovid’s story to his own—in fact, the Romantic self so carefully crafted by Pushkin is

largely absent from Veltman’s work. Instead, Ovid appears in The Wanderer as simply one of

232 “Ckyrajcs s B Te IHH, Kak Ha 6pera Jynas / Benuxoymselii rpex cBo6oay BeIskiBa.” Pushkin, “K Ovidiiu,” in
Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 1:167.

233 Jostein Bgrtnes, “Pushkin’s Ovid,” in Romans and Romantics, ed. Timothy Saunders et al. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 225-42.

234 “MoxeT OBITh, KaKOH-HUOY b TEHYD3CKHI KOpa b 3aBe3 HAATPOOHBIN €r0 KaMeHb BMECTE ¢ 0ajlIacToM Ha
MECTO HBIHEIHEro OBHMAMOTOINS M HEYMBIIUIEHHO MOCENMI B MOTOMCTBE COMHEHHE K penanusam’” (41).
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the many figures from past, present, and future that inhabit Veltman’s metafictional version of

the Black Sea coast.

3.5 Metafiction in Veltman

The mixture of fiction and non-fiction and the attention to historical details described in
the above section would have been unremarkable in a normal travelogue of the time. What
distinguishes The Wanderer, and what has earned it praise and criticism from the time of its
publication to the present, are the numerous digressions and jumps from one subject to another.
In a letter to Elizaveta Mikhailovna Khitrovo, Pushkin gave The Wanderer this partial
approbation: “Il'y a du vrai talent dans ce bavardage un peu maniéré” (There is some real talent
in this slightly mannered chatter).23> Not all readers reacted positively. A copy of the book held
at the Russian State Library in Moscow includes two humorous cases of marginalia left by
readers, presumably from the nineteenth century. In the first, a reader penciled a caption under
the vignette of a sheep: “portrait of the author.” In the second, under the printed initials “K. V.
Ch.,” meant to indicate “end of the second part,” a reader provided another interpretation of the

same letters: “mess, rubbish, nonsense” (see Figure 2).236

235 “E. M. Khitrovo,” in Pushkin, Sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh, 10:30.

236 “TIoptper counnurens,” “K[onen] B[ropoii] Ylactu],” “K[a]sapaak, B3gop, Uyms.” A. F. Vel'tman, Strannik.
vol. 2 (Moscow: Semen Selivanovskii, 1831), 146, 154, https://search.rsl.ru/ru/record/01003821817.
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Tamb ... apesuiit mipb T'ieporanconb !
Yepnbemb Isoca rpaga!l
Tamb cnopnpixb npaomuesb u Crudposhb

Iacamca mupubia cmagal. ..

P

S

YA
194
Ho nmpopommams nbmb cmab n caosb;
Taruxb ypopanserxh cmmuxosb

Ha6opb penpymcniir; b cmamb-an?

Moe mmmne, moe Oprmbe,
Toer nymemecmoie amoe,

Moa dunuraonepin !

I yemsn cabmb meba vosmemb, npoumemb,
M omb pymm mpomsnecemb:

Eit-Bory-ny nosmepia !

K.’ _By¢ —q."

7} a7~ "lfn, - '(733‘1 Ao

Figure 2: Two pages of the Russian State Library copy of The Wanderer

Although Veltman would not have been happy with these ratings of his work, he might

have found pleasure in these readers adding another layer to the metafictional games he included

in the text. The first example of metafiction in the text is the journey through the map, which is

introduced in a dialogue the narrator has with himself:

Bored with my sedentary, monotonous life, | said to myself one day, “Let’s go, sir! Let’s

go traveling!”

“What, where, how?” | replied, lying on my large divan, and deep in thought | took a

puff on my dibek. “We need money!”
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“You need a head; you need determination and imagination. Believe me, by these
means we can satisfy all our curiosity; without leaving the spot, we shall be everywhere
and learn everything.237

The narrator’s divan and dubek (a variety of Turkish tobacco) not only display his belonging to a
world of cultural mingling but also symbolize a leisurely cosmopolitanism that transcends
geographical boundaries. He is at once static and mobile, simultaneously participating in global
culture and refuting the need to physically explore it. There is some irony in this refutation, since
the realistic sections of the travelogue, as we have seen, draw heavily on Veltman’s own
experiences.
The narrator amusingly addresses himself with the plural or formal singular pronoun vy.
But as the opening paragraphs unfold this internal dialogue seems to expand to include his
reader, who participates in the discovery and exploration of the cartographic space:
Kindly stand up, take Europe by its ends, and spread it out on a table. Now sit down!
There it is—Europe! But don’t look at the entire enlightened part of the land all at once.
Occupying your eyes, ears, or thoughts with several objects at the same time is terribly
harmful to the mental faculties.?38
A few sentences encompass a multitude of relations to space. In the most logical interpretation,
the reader is invited to unfold and examine a map of Europe. But the word map is never

mentioned, allowing an additional, perhaps humorous reading of Europe as a real place or an

idea that can be picked up and moved around. It is also up to the reader to determine whether the

237 “Ha cKy 4B CHASYER0, OTHOOOPA3HOIO KU3HHIO, IOEAEMTE, CyIaph! — CKa3all s 0JHaXIbl caM cebe, — IoeaeMTe
nytemecTBoBaTh! — Kak? Kyna, KakuM 06pa3om, ¢ 4eM? — OTBEYAI 51, JIekKa Ha IUPOKOM JUBAHE, U C

1y GOKOMBICIIHEM 3aTAHYJICS JI06EKOM, — HYXHbI 1eHbru! — HyskHa rojoBa, HyKHbI PEIIMTENLHOCTD U
BOOOpaKEHHUE; MOBEPHLTE, UTO C ITUMH CIIOCOOAMH MOYKHO YIOBIETBOPUTH CAMOE MEJIOYHOE JII00OMBITCTBO; HE
CXOJIsI C MeCTa, MbI Be3zie Oyem, Bce y3naem.” (9).

238 “IJoTpyauTeCh, BCTAHbTE, BO3LMUTE EBpPOMy 3a KOHIIEI M pa3oskuTe Ha cToil... Cagurecs! Bot ona, Espona! Ho
HE CMOTpPH BIPYT Ha BCIO MPOCBEIICHHYIO YaCTh 3¢MJIH. 3aHUMATh OYH, CIIyX MU MBICIH B OJTHO U TO YK€ BpeMs
HECKOJILKHMH TIPEIMETaMH YKaCHO KaK BPEIHO ISl yMCTBEHHBIX criocobHocteir” (9).
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“enlightened part of the land” is all or only part of Europe. Veltman’s advice to avoid
overburdening the mind is ironic given the effort he will subsequently demand of the reader; but
hear it is also an excuse for the narrator to focus our attention on the town of Mogilyov (now
Mohyliv-Podilskyi in Ukraine), at the border between the regions of Podolia and Bessarabia,
where the journey begins:

So, here’s Europe! You’ve covered Podolia with your elbow. . . . Chase that fly away!

... Here’s Tulchin. From here we shall go to known places, places where we spent the

winged time of our life. Go over to the Mogilyov gate! — Listen! Just in time, the post

bell outside has begun to ring. . . . The whip has cracked; farewell, my friends! Audaces

fortuna juvat!239
Note that this travel is achieved not through any rationalized system of magic (as in a modern
fantasy novel), but through a quick verbal switch from the sofa/map space (signified by the
elbow and the fly) to the real space (signified by the sounds of the bell and the whip).

Although the main journey described in The Wanderer is along the west coast of the
Black Sea, an evocative digression to the Caucasus builds on the original device of a journey
through a map. This detour not only reflects Veltman’s dexterous narrative manipulation but also
situates his literary undertaking within the wider ambit of Russian literary tradition. In day 41 of
his wandering, the narrator, in a bid for diversion, casts his gaze upon the map. His ensuing
struggle to focus his eyes propels him into an imaginative role-play of blindness, wherein his
fingers trace the contours of the Caucasus mountains—the map apparently has a fantastic

connection to the real terrain. This tactile engagement becomes a springboard for the

construction of a “complete logical idea” (154)—a phrase that suggests how abstract and distant

239 “Mrak, ot EBpona! JlokreM 3akpbinu BbI Ilogonuro. Cronute Myxy! . . Bot Tynpuus. OTciofa Mbl HOEIEM B
MecTa 3HaKOMBIE, B MECTa, T/Ie IPOBENH KppITaToe BpeMs xm3HU. Ctymaii B Mornnesckyto 3acraBy! Uy! kctatn Ha
yJIHIEe 3a3BeHEN MOYTOBBINA KOJIOKOJIBYHK. . . buu xmonHy, npouaiite, npy3ses! audaces fortuna juvat!” (10)
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from concrete imperial reality this passage is, in contrast to the descriptions of the places in
which Veltman actually lived. What follows is an intensely sensory depiction that could in fact

refer to any secluded mountain expanse:

Look at this wilderness enriched by the sky, the throng of mountains, the bright streams
of living water, this lavish, virgin land untouched by the plowshare, these fertile forests,
these slopes dotted with flowers and valleys covered with dense greenery, these layers of
snow, by which you could determine the age of the universe, this air as fragrant as the
rose that blossomed during the creation of Eve!240

Veltman’s portrayal diverges from the more inhabited landscapes rendered by Pushkin and
Lermontov in their Caucasian stories and poems, with their mentions of tribes, customs, villages,
and battles. Veltman’s Caucasus is an ethereal tapestry of unspoiled nature—pristine,
uninhabited, and impervious to human touch. Through a postcolonial lens, this description could
certainly be construed as mirroring the colonial rhetoric that predicates territorial expansion on
the grounds of terra nullius. But in Veltman’s hands, the Caucasus also morphs into a refuge—a
sanctum detached from the banalities and tribulations of his life in Bessarabia. It assumes the
guise of an Edenic oasis where the narrator, in tandem with his readers, can indulge in an

immersive communion with the natural world.

3.6 Epigraphs
Apart from the overall story and the scattered digressions, metafiction and intertextuality
also manifest themselves in Veltman’s novel through the medium of the epigraph. This can be

defined simply—a quotation at the start of a book or one of its chapters—but the role it plays as

240 “TlocMoTpUTE K€ HA 3TY NPUPOJLY, 0OOTAIIEHHY 0 HEGOM, HA CTOJMHMBIIMECS TOPBI, HA CBETIIBIE PYYbH BOJIbI
KHMBOH, HA 3TY IIEIPYIO, AEBCTBEHHYIO 3MIII0, HE TPOHYTYIO COIIHUKOM, Ha 3TH IUIOIOHOCHBIE Jieca, Ha 3TH
UCTICIIPEHHbIE [[BETAMH CKaTBhI U MOKPBITHIC TyCTOIO 3€JICHBIO JOJIUHBI; HA 3TH IPOMa bl CKall, Ha 3TU CIIOU CHETOB,
IT0 KOTOPBIM MOKHO OBUTO OBI OIIPEIeNIUTE BO3pacT BeeleHHO; Ha 3TOT BO3AYX OJIaTOBOHHBIH, KaK po3a,
pacmycTuBLIasics Bo Bpems co3natus OBBbi!” (154)
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a literary device is more complex. Epigraphs are typically borrowed from other books, especially
ones regarded as classics. Appropriated but not assimilated, an epigraph is placed at the edge of
the text—a location Gérard Genette calls the exergue.24? Its function is thus different from that
fulfilled by the narratorial voice in the actual text. In the typical epigraph, the author chooses the
quotation and where to place it, but is not supposed to change the words themselves. This
seeming creative limitation—this diminished power to shape meaning in the usual writerly
way—nevertheless provides other possibilities. For the Russian literary scholar lakov
Zundelovich, “the epigraph represents, as it were, a mask behind which the author hides when,
not wanting to speak directly, he indirectly defines his attitude to the events that he depicts in the
work.”242 In other words, the epigraph is distancing device, similar to the dissociation of the
narrator from the author present in many works of fiction, which nevertheless implies something
about the author’s opinions. However, breaking through these layers of meaning to determine the
author’s attitude is at least as difficult as it is with regard to the actual text.

Zundelovich categorizes epigraphs as lyrical—summarizing the content of the work or a
chapter in a poetic way—or evaluative—providing a satiric perspective, though some epigraphs
combine both categories. Epigraphs can also deviate from the norm in various ways. An
autographic epigraph (Genette’s term) is actually written by the author himself—a fact that may
or may not be revealed explicitly. Authors may also include inaccurate epigraphs, deliberately or

accidentally, by modifying quotations or misattributing them.

241 Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1997),
144,

242 1a. Zundelovich, “Epigraf,” in Literaturnaia entsiklopediia: slovar’ literaturnykh terminov, ed. N. Brodskii et al.
(Moscow: L. D. Frenkel’, 1925).
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The epigraph is a relatively recent phenomenon. Genette traces its origin to seventeenth-
century French works by La Rochefoucauld and La Bruyere. Epigraphs were usually in Latin,
and were more common in philosophical works than in works of poetry or fiction. By the mid
eighteenth century, Latin epigraphs started to appear on the title pages of novels such as Henry
Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749) and Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759)—perhaps claiming
a higher status for the oft-maligned novel. But it took the Gothic genre to vastly amplify the use
of epigraphs by adding them at the start of chapters. The first innovator in this area seems to
have been Ann Radcliffe, who in The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) consistently includes
epigraphs at the start of each chapter—often from poets such as Shakespeare and James
Thomson, but sometimes of her own making. Her example was followed by other late
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century authors, most notably Walter Scott and Victor Hugo.

The epigraph was already a common enough literary device by the time Pushkin wrote
Eugene Onegin that he could experiment with the form, including chapter epigraphs in Russian,
French, Italian, English, and Latin, both from usual sources, such as Byron as well as more
unusual ones, such as a “private letter” in French. Chapter 2 has a playful epigraph, in which
Horace’s Latin “O rus!” (O countryside!) is reinterpreted as the Russian “O Rus"” (O Russia!).
Chapter 7 is headed by three epigraphs on the subject of Moscow, which seem to compete with

each other for significance.
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The epigraphs in The Wanderer are unusual first in their frequency within the novel.
Although epigraphs figure at the start of each of the three parts, chapter epigraphs only appear in
part three, published in 1832. Here is a visualization of the frequency of epigraphs:

3 I Epigraphs per page

0

Part 1 Part 2 Part 3

Figure 3: Frequency of epigraphs in The Wanderer

This change in frequency may reflect an evolving conception of the novel and corresponds to
what Boris Bukhshtab saw as the essential disunity of the novel’s plot (siuzhet), which consists
of “a play of several contrasting plans, a play based on the collision of contrasts, the conflict of
the plans, their mixture, substitution, and destruction of each other.”?43 But the appearance of
epigraphs is not consistent even in part three. They appear intensely at the beginning, but they

are entirely absent for ten chapters (283 to 293), perhaps because of other metafictional elements

243 B, Bukhshtab, “Pervye romany Vel'tmana,” in Russkaia proza, ed. B. Eikhenbaum and Iu. Tynianov (Leningrad:
Academia, 1926), 198.
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already present, such as the dialogue between Ovid and Augustus. At one point three epigraphs

appear in close succession, on one page in the first edition:

67

&EEB IXXVILE

Le meélier, qu’on croit particulier aux
comédiens et aux bateleurs, c’est le métier
de tous les hommes.

Hippocrate,
CCLXVIIIL.

Gli nomini si rendono miseri col
desirare il superfluo.

(Minerea sotlo la figura di Mentore.)

............... i ., gaate.

CCLXIX.

Tlonamuo, acuo! xo.awuu nace,
Tomy, KO BL AWENCKOIT MK0AD BIPOCH;
Wuoit mawucmeennslit BONpoCn

He Ap3a u Bppasumsb uHaye, —

(*) «+ . Ces exagérations sont permises & la poésie, sur-
tout dans la maniére d’écrire dont je me sers,—
Fables de Lafontaine, Lio. XI, fab. IX.
6

Figure 4: Page of The Wanderer with multiple epigraphs

Note that this page not only includes Russian, French, and Italian, but also several examples of
non-language: the ellipses and the asterisk. The empty epigraph indicated by the asterisk is
“justified” by the footnote from La Fontaine, which is in fact a footnote in the original edition of
La Fontaine’s fables.

In fact, the main distinguishing feature of Veltman’s epigraphs is the unusual nature of
his sources, including a grammar book, a phrasebook, a multiplication table, garrison service
rules and much more. Three epigraphs in proximity to each other are not from written sources
but from representatives of three borderland nationalities: “A Moldavian” (115) “Ein Jude” (116)
“Little Russian Exclamation” (117). One epigraph—a quotation from a French translation of the

Aeneid—is not at the beginning, but at the end of a chapter (168). Several epigraphs are
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autographic: the one the opens the entire book is a quotation from a poem in part two, though the
ending of the poem is not the same. In part 3, chapter 260, we find an extreme example of an
autographic, recursive epigraph: a poem with the attribution “The Wanderer, Part 111, Chapter
CCLX.” Chapter 294 contains an autographic epigraph with a more obvious function, to remind
the reader of a story begun in an earlier chapter and continued here. Even more usual epigraphs
reveal their complexity once we examine them more deeply. The French playwright Saint-Foix is
cited three times, but for some reason one of the times is from an Italian translation. In the
epigraph to Day 32, Shakespeare, the favorite epigraphic source for Radcliffe and Scott, is cited,
but not directly from one of his plays, rather from a note in a French edition of King Lear.

Veltman’s innovative use of epigraphs underscores his novel’s themes of border-
crossing, linguistic experimentation, and the play between reality and fiction. The
inconsistencies, interruptions, and autographic recursions within these epigraphs not only reflect
the novel’s fragmented nature but also invite the reader to partake in a literary game, where
meanings and references are continuously destabilized, echoing the broader narrative’s

preoccupation with contrasts, collisions, and the fluid boundaries of understanding.

3.8 Conclusion

“My horse is tired, my journey ends!”
“Prrrr/uuuu” cried the Wanderer, dismounting.
“Quite long enough, my reader friends,

Have | amused you with recounting.”?44 (170)

244 Moit kKoHb yCTal, ycTan u s!
[pppp/yyyy — MonBui CTpaHHUK BAPYT U CIIELIHIL.
JlOBOIBHO, MUJIBIE JPY 36,
CBO€I0 CKaYKOW BaC MOTEIINI.
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Translated literally, this final poem in The Wanderer ends with the line “Dear friends, I’ve
amused you enough with my gallop.” Skachka, “gallop,” can be read as a pun on skazka, “fairy
tale,” but rather than just providing a bit of humor, this equation of a physical ride or journey
with the recounting of a journey. It is common, in Russian as in English, to use “travels” in the
sense of “travelogue,” but in the case of The Wanderer, through some sort of literary
transubstantiation, the travelogue actually becomes the journey: readers participate by appearing
in the text as characters and by entering into the epigraphic and intertextual games of the author.

The metafictional experimentation in The Wanderer—including the “journey through a
map,” the complex use of epigraphs, and the addresses to the reader, surely contributed to the
initial success of his book, but it may have also led to its decline in popularity—once its novelty
had worn off for most readers. Nevertheless, the novel captured a particular historical
experience—of the highly educated Russian traveler exploring domains both inside and outside
the confines of the Russian Empire, sending his imagination in all directions and bringing the
reader along on his journey.

The Wanderer marked Veltman’s literary debut, and he wrote it at a crossroads in his
own journey—the transition into civilian life following military retirement. In this his first large
work, he was unafraid to experiment across an array of genres. In the ensuing chapters of his life,
Veltman gravitated towards more grounded narratives, though still in an unconventional style.
The Wanderer can be perceived as a creative endeavor through which Veltman sought to
vicariously re-engage with the tapestry of military escapades and scholarly pursuits that peppered
his past, all while ensconced in his new domestic life—and in doing so, extending an invitation
for his readers to partake in this immersive odyssey. Though sometimes the digressions seem

excessive, Veltman created an ingenious metafictional apparatus that—in accordance with his
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stated goal—furnishes the reader with a different type of truth about the world and a particular

view into the complexities of life at the fringes of the Russian and Ottoman Empires.
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Conclusion

In the scope of this study, | have embarked on an exploration of fantastic travel narratives
born within the Russian Empire during the transformative era from 1784 to 1855, which saw an
evolving relationship with Western Europe, wars and invasions, the vast territorial expansion of
Russia, and the awakening and quashing of hopes for liberal reform. In this context, the
ethnically-diverse Russian-speaking intelligentsia strived to redefine its own national, social, and
political identities. In focusing on the fantastic genre, my dissertation unravels how these works
served both as conduits for discourses on national identity and imperial destiny and as sites of
literary and philosophical experimentation, illuminating the nuanced and sometimes paradoxical
conceptions of the Russian Empire. These texts form part of a broader history of the use of
fantasy and science fiction to comment on and reimagine imperial realities.

While some of the works explored in this dissertation enjoyed considerable popularity in
their time, they did not secure a place within the enduring canon of Russian literature. However,
the genre of fantastic travel continued to develop. Writers in the late imperial, Soviet, and post-
Soviet periods found new ways to engage with themes of imperial politics and national identity,
in step with the changing ideologies of the societies they lived in.

Two better-remembered writers from the later part of the nineteenth century left us
examples of dream utopias. The first is a temporal fantasy found in Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s
novel What Is to Be Done? (Chto delat', 1863), centered on the character of VVera Pavlovna, who
escapes her domineering family to find love and independence. The novel advocates a socialist
reorganization of society on individualist and feminist principles, some of which are developed
in the course of four dreams that Vera has over the course of the novel. In the fourth dream, she

encounters visions of women’s subjugated status from prehistoric times to the present. The
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dream then transitions into a futuristic vision of a world of equality between the sexes. This new
Russia features a futuristic science house of cast iron, glass, and aluminum and a society in
which machines have freed mankind from onerous labor.

Literary scholars have rightly been interested in the social politics of this novel, which
were quite radical for its time. But the imperial foundations of this future utopia are often
overlooked. A woman from the future world gives Vera a vision of New Russia, which turns out
to be a highly developed version of the region of that name, in present-day southern Ukraine, that
was forcibly annexed from the Crimean Khanate and Ottoman Empire in the late eighteenth
century and settled by Russians over the course of the nineteenth century. Vera’s guide shows
her how previously unused land, apparently in Crimea has been transformed: “These mountains
were formerly bare rocks [. . .]. Now they are covered with a thick layer of soil, and among the
gardens grow groves of the tallest trees.”?4> The fertility of this land is demonstrated by its varied
agricultural production, including coffee, dates, figs, grapes, sugarcane, wheat, and rice. Such
imagery reveals an underlying ideology that justifies imperial expansion through the supposed
improvement of the land, converting a barren wilderness into a profitable agricultural utopia.

The absence of non-Russian ethnicities aligns with the policies of Russification in the
Russian Empire during Chernyshevsky’s time. Only ethnic Russians—not Ukrainians, Tatars, or
the other peoples of the region—are mentioned as part of this process cultivating the land: “every

year you, the Russians, push the boundary of the wilderness further south.”246 Yet, the novel’s

245 “3TH TOPBI OBLIU TIPEKIE TONBIE CKAIHI [. . .]. Termeps OHM MOKPHITHL TOJICTHIM CJIOEM 3€MIIA, M HA HUX CPEIH
caJioB pacTyT pou caMbix Beicokux nepesbeB.” N. G. Chernyshevskii, Chto delat'?: 1z rasskazov o novykh
liudiakh, ed. T. I. Ornatskaia and S. A. Reiser (Leningrad: Nauka, 1975), 286.

246 ““[C] Ka’IbIM TOIOM JIIOJIH, BbI, PYCCKHE, BCE IaJIble OTOABHMIAETE IPAHMUILY ITyCTHIHH Ha ror.” Chernyshevskii,

Chto delat’?, 286.
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depiction of these practices is complex. While echoing imperial and colonial themes, it also
combines these with a vision of a peaceful socialist future utopia, full of shared prosperity and
collective endeavor.

Another dream utopia, involving spatial fantastic travel, is contained in Fyodor
Dostoevsky’s fantastic short story “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man,” first published in his
Writer’s Diary in 1877. The story has a realistic frame, narrated in the first-person by a typically
Dostoevskian figure: a “ridiculous man,” tormented by his inner thoughts and contemplating
suicide. His plans are interrupted when he meets a young girl in the street who is in distress, but
he drives her away. It is when the narrator returns to his garret that science fiction starts to
intrude into the story. Perhaps inspired by a star he saw on his walk, he ponders whether one
could feel shame for an act committed on another planet. Still delaying his suicidal plans, the
ridiculous man falls asleep and has a profound dream that serves as the central, fantastic
narrative of the story.

In his dream, the narrator shoots himself, dies, and is buried, until “some dark and
unknown being” raises him from the grave and carries him through space to the star he had seen.
They arrive at a planet inhabited by beings of perfect innocence and happiness. He marvels at
their utopian society, devoid of crime, suffering, or vice. However, as time passes, the narrator
corrupts these beings with his Earthly knowledge, introducing them to concepts like shame,
envy, and violence. Their society quickly descends into a dystopian state resembling the worst
aspects of Earth. The story, just as C. S. Lewis’s later Space Trilogy (1938-45), has allegorical
elements that recall the biblical fall of man. Dostoevsky’s disintegrated extraterrestrial society
also reflects specific aspects of Russian society that he condemned, such as rationalism and

nihilism. But from another perspective the story can be viewed as a colonial or anthropological
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encounter: the narrator meets the natives and is surprised by their childlike nature and lack of
science; he tries to live with them, but his influence corrupts them. The narrator observes this

corruption happening in accelerated time:

Yes, yes, it ended with me corrupting them all! How it happened, | do not know, | do not
clearly remember. The dream flew through millennia and left in me only a sense of the
whole. I only know that | was the cause of the fall into sin. Like a nasty trichina, like an
atom of plague infecting entire states, so | infected this happy, sinless earth before me.247

Just as Kiukhelbeker’s narrator could survey the collapse of European states in an imagined
future, the ridiculous man has a grand historical view of the downfall of this happy planet. The
notion of spreading disease to an innocent land also conforms with the colonial context.
Dostoevsky uses the common device of a dream to frame his utopia, just as Shcherbatov,
Odoesvky, Ulybyshev, Chernyshevsky, and others did before him. But unlike Odoevsky’s The
Year 4338, which suggests that the somnambulist may actually have real knowledge of the
future, Dostoevsky’s narrator clearly states that his vision was a dream, and even uses scientific
language to describe the sensations he felt. Another key difference from other dreams we have
seen is what happens when the narrator wakes up. The narrator in Ulybyshev’s Dream, for
example, was awoken by the sounds of a drunk peasant being arrested and must return from a
perfect utopia to a crude, harsh reality. In contrast, when Dostoevsky’s ridiculous man awakes,
he is inspired to see the benign possibilities of his own world, realizing that the potential for a

utopian society exists within every human being. Inspired by this revelation—and again in true

247 “I[a, JAa, KOHYWJIOCH TEM, UTO i pa3BpaTHI UX Bcex! Kak aTo Morito COBCPIIHUTHCA — HC 3HA10, HC IOMHIO SICHO.

CoH mpoJieTen yepes ThICSISNETHS U OCTaBUII BO MHE JIUIIb OIY IIEHHE [EJI0T0. 3HA 0 TOIBKO, YTO MPUIUHOIO
rpexomnaaenus Obu1 1. Kak CkBepHast TpUXHMHA, KAK aTOM 4yMbl, 32 paka IOl LeJble TOCYy1apCTBa, TaK U 5 3apa3iil
c00010 BCIO 3Ty CYaCTIIMBYIO, Oe3rpemmnyto g0 Mens semro.” F. M. Dostoevskii, “Son smeshnogo cheloveka,” in
Sobranie sochinenii v 15 tomakh, vol. 14 (St. Petersburg: Nauka, 1995), 134.
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Dostoevskian fashion—he decides to dedicate his life to spreading this message of love and hope
to others.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries fantastic travel fiction in Russia
acquired more obviously science-fictional forms and began to deal with some of the key hopes
and anxieties of modernity. Anindita Banerjee argues that the Russian science fiction of this
period was characterized by “inimitable epistemological polyphonies between rationality and
spirituality, individualism and collectivism, and [. . .] historical and messianic approaches to
time.”?*8 An important work of the period is Aleksandr Bogdanov’s novel Red Star (Krasnaia
zvezda, 1908), in which the revolutionary Leonid is invited by a Martian comrade to travel to
Mars, where he learns about Martian society’s achievements in science and social organization,
characterized by communism, equality, and free relationships. Leonid discovers that the Martians
are contemplating colonizing Earth to secure those resources or risking the exploration of Venus.
Bogdanov’s novel has reminiscences of Lyovshin’s Newest Journey, with its bidirectional
journeys of Narsim to a utopian society on the Moon and Kvalboko to the imperfect society on
earth. But what distinguishes Bogdanov’s work is that the inhabitants of his utopia—the
communist Martians—are presented as capable of intervening in human society, perhaps for its
own good.

Another work, written after the establishment of Soviet power, dealt with a Mars-Earth
comparison but in a different way. Aleksei Nikolaevich Tolstoy’s Aelita, published in 1923 and
adapted into a silent film in 1924, uses the same premise of travelers from Earth encountering a

new civilization on Mars, but develops this interplanetary dynamic in a very different way. In the

248 Anindita Banerjee, We Modern People: Science Fiction and the Making of Russian Modernity (Middletown, CT:
Wesleyan University Press, 2012), 13.
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novel, engineer Mstislav Los builds a rocket and journeys to Mars with a retired soldier, Aleksei
Gusev. They encounter an advanced, capitalist Martian civilization, with the ruling class living
above ground and workers confined to underground corridors, which is struggling from a
depletion of natural resources. While Gusev leads a popular uprising against the ruler, Los falls
in love with the Martian princess Aelita. After the rebellion is violently suppressed, the travelers
flee Mars, and Aclita’s fate remains uncertain. Apart from the themes of class struggle and
ecological disaster, the novel also features a complicated dynamic of imperial competition. Mars
has its own colonial history, complete with a racial dynamic: the rulers are descendants of
ancient Atlanteans who migrated to Mars twenty thousand years ago. But Gusev is also
fomenting a revolution to annex the planet to the Soviet Union. This aligns with the existing
Marxist doctrine at the time of writing—that the success of communism depended on a
worldwide (or in this case solar system-wide) proletarian revolution. But from an external
perspective it is easy to reinterpret Gusev as an agent of Soviet colonialism and expansionism.
The comprehensive examination of fantastic travel in Soviet literature, including the
broader genre of science fiction, falls outside the scope of this study. However, it is worthwhile
to briefly explore how my third category—metafictional travel—developed. As noted in chapter
3, metafiction experienced a resurgence in postmodernist literature, breathing new life into this
literary device. A quintessential example of a postmodernist Soviet travelogue is Venedikt
Erofeev’s Moscow—Petushki (published in 1973; sometimes translated as Moscow to the End of
the Line). The hero of this “prose poem,” the intellectual alcoholic Venichka, travels a 124-
kilometer railway route from Moscow to Petushki. Throughout the journey, he indulges in
lengthy monologues on alcohol, history, philosophy, and politics, while entering a surreal world

of dreams and hallucinations. The destination, Petushki, is depicted as a utopia, but the trip
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descends into confusion as VVenichka realizes he is actually headed back to Moscow, where he
meets a violent end.

Moscow—Petushki bears the clear influence of Radishchev’s Journey from Petersburg to
Moscow and Gogol’s Dead Souls. But at times the work, though quite different in tone, has
similarities to Sterne’s and Veltman’s metafictional writing. One example is the short preface, in
which the author notes how he had to remove a chapter “Serp i Molot—Karacharovo” (the name
of the first railroad stop means “hammer and sickle”) because it was full of obscene words. He
writes that in the “first edition” he warned all the young women to avoid that chapter, but his
warning was in vain, and all his female readers immediately went to that section and read it.249
This is all a hoax; there was never an edition with such a chapter. This recalls Veltman’s own
games with the reader, his specific references to male and female readers, and his use of
imaginary or lost chapters.

In the midst of the proliferation of science fiction by the late Soviet period, the earlier
works examined in this dissertation were not entirely forgotten. Multiple anthologies were
published collecting some of the early stories and making an argument for the special
contribution of Russian writers to the history of the genre. One such anthology, A Glance
through the Centuries (Vzgliad skvoz’ stoletiia), published in 1977, included excerpts from the
four works discussed in this chapter, as well as a foreword by the Soviet science fiction author
Aleksandr Kazantsev, in which he compared fantasy to a river down which the “brave reader”
must travel. The early Russian stories were a “bright stream flowing from the East”—not as

dramatic or thrilling as modern science fiction, but still worth reading for the ways in which the

249 V. V. Erofeev, Moskva—Petushki (Moscow: Vagrius, 2001), 15.
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writers “strove to reveal to the reader their aspirations about the greatness and well-being of the
Russian people.” Kazantsev praises these writers’ progressive ideas for being ahead of their time,
though of course still not corresponding to the Marxist-Leninist standard:

However, it must be noted that the authors' inherent class limitations objectively
prevented them, to varying degrees, from understanding, clearly envisioning, and
painting a truly realistic picture of a future society living according to the laws of social
justice. Nevertheless, they sincerely believed in the triumph of the Russian people’s
reason, in the immortality of their beloved Russia, and ardently desired to sow “the good,
the eternal” in people.250
The validity of this moralist and nationalist vision of literature (“the good, the eternal” is a
quotation from Nekrasov’s 1877 poem “The Sowers” [Seiateliam]) for all of the works included
in the anthology is doubtful. But this foreword and this anthology demonstrate the continuing
appeal of these works to historically inclined readers of Russian literature and science fiction.

In this dissertation, | have attempted to imitate the authors I study in one way, by bring
my readers on a journey of the imagination, to the hidden corners of Russian fantastic literature. |
have added my own particular interpretations—bound by the limits of my own space and time—
to these already multilayered and intertextual works. I do not claim to have written a
comprehensive or definitive study of these works—their very open-endedness means that is a
foolish endeavor. But | hope to have given my readers a deeper understanding of a set of texts

that will continue to intrigue scholars of imperial Russian literature and science fiction far into

the future.

250 “BmecTe ¢ TeM HEIb3s HE CKa3aTh O TOM, UTO U3BCCTHAA KiIaCCOBas OTPaHUYCHHOCTb aBTOPOB 00BEKTUBHO
Mellaja UM B TOW WM HHOW CTCIICHU MOHATH, ACHO NIPEACTAaBUTh U HAPHUCOBATH ﬂeﬁCTBHTGHLHO PCaJIbHYIO KapTUHY
06H_IeCTBa 6yz[ymer0, JKUBYILIETO 110 3aKOHaAM COHHaHLHOP’I CIIpaBCJJIUBOCTH. O,Z[HaKO OHH UCKPCHHC BCPHUIIN B
TOPXKECTBO pa3yMa PyCCKHX JIIOJICH, B OeccMepTHe IF0OMMOM X Poccru, CTpacTHO yKeaTi MOCEATh B JTIOIAX
«mobpoe, Beanoer».” Aleksandr Kazantsev, “Predislovie,” in Vzgliad skvoz'stoletiia: Russkaia fantastika XVIII i
pervoi poloviny XIX veka, ed. V. Guminskii (Moscow: Molodaia gvardiia, 1977), 5.
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