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Diachrony and synchrony
in writing Russian literary history"

Victor Terras

Anyone contemplating to write a narrative history of a national litera-
ture, that is, a work which is more than a mere chronicle, catalogue, or
collection of articles, loosely connected by their subject, will face sev-
eral questions. Empirically, such enterprise would seem to presup-
pose, at least, the existence of a national language and a cultural iden-
tity, as well as, almost inevitably, a certain amount of linkage to politi-
cal and social history. In the case of Russian literature, all of these
suppositions bear to be examined.

There is the question whether certain texts that have been tradition-
ally held to belong to Russian literature should not be considered a
part of Ukrainian or Belorussian literature. There is also the fact that
some works which have been conventionally dealt with as a part of
medieval Russian literature are composed entirely in Slavonic, the
language of the Slavic Orthodox Church, often by authors who were
not Russian, but Southern Slavs®. Slavonic, often called “Church
Slavonic”, is based on ninth-century Bulgarian, a South Slavic lan-
guage. The Russian literature idiom is essentially a hybrid of East
Slavic and Church Slavonic.

' The following observations were inspired by Horst-Jiirgen Gerigk’s

thoughtful review of my History of Russian Literature in Zeitschrift fiir
Schlavische Philologie LV (1995/96), 2: 409—14. Professors Rimvydas Silba-
joris of Ohio State University and David Danow of the University of Califor-
nia in Riverside also gave me valuable suggestions.

For example, Metropolitan Kiprian (1390-1406) and Grigory Tsamblak
(d. ca. 1420) were Bulgarian, Pakhomy Logofet (arr. In Russia ca. 1438) was
Serbian.
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Since the 17 century the Russian literary language underwent
drastic changes under the influence of contacts with the West, as a
result of which it has incorporated important elements of Greek, Latin,
Polish, German, French, and most recently, English vocabulary and
syntax”. The Russian literary language is substantially different from
the koiné of the uneducated. Russian oral poetry and prose, vigorously
active well into the nineteenth century, has an idiom of its own, with
some arhaic traits. There has been at all times some mutual influence
between the language of literature, traditional folklore, and so-called
“urban folklore”, based on the koiné of the uneducated.

The term “literature” bears some preliminary examination. In Rus-
sian, a distinction is made between literatura and pis’mennost’,
“writing”. Existing histories of Russian literature begin by including
many works that, if written centuries later, would be considered
pis’mennost’, rather than literatura®. This is true of religious works:
homiletics, hagiography, pilgrimages, theological and didactic texts,
all of which continued to be produced in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, but are no longer dealt with in literary studies, unless they
happen to have a bearing on literatura’. The same goes for historio-
graphy. Medieval chronicles are dealt with in every history of Russian
literature, but historical works of the modern period are not, with a
few exceptions, such as Pushkin’s History of the Pugachov Revolt.

Problems arise even in connection with literature in the conven-
tional sense, that is imaginative fiction, poetry, and drama. Belinsky
distinguished between poesy (poeziia, in the sense of German
Dichtung), belles lettres (belletristika), and journalism.® where the
first means original creation, the second an adaption of poeziia to the
tastes of a broad readership, an the third its application to specific
topical issues. Belinsky considered all three important, each in its own
way. His scheme leaves out oral poetry, and other types of popular

3

In a way, the history of Russian literature may be percieved as a history of
the Russian literary language.

* The term slovesnost® covers all verbal expression, written and oral.

Such as, for example, The Tale of his Travels and Pilgrimages ... by Par-
feny, a Monk Tonsured at Holy Mount Athos (Moscow, 1856), which Dosto-
evsky used in writing The Brothers Karamazov.

° Belinsky’s division may be compared to the American division of maga-
zines into “art,” “slick,” and “pulp.” His belletristika is, however, a notch
higher than what is called Trivialliteratur in German.

5
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literature, such as the chapbook (lubok), which served the entertain-
ment and edification of the lower classes, and “yellow” or “boule-
vard” literature. It also leaves out religious literature, historiography,
and metaliterary genres, such as esthetic and literary theory.

There are other important divisions in literature: censored and
uncensored, a key issue in Russia, or even “approved” (dozvolennaia)
and “disapproved” (such major critics as Osip Mandelstam’ and An-
drei Siniavsky suggest that all “approved” literature ought to be ex-
cluded from consideration as authentic art), literature with a “ten-
dency” (which may be political, social, religious, etc.) and literature
that bears no such message. A great deal depends on the reader ad-
dressed: the censor, the editor, the critic, the “in” reader, the general
reader, etc. Literature addressed to a circle of cognoscenti turned, in
Pushkin’s lifetime, into a medium of political struggle, and into a
branch of commerce, run by professionals.

Having recognized some of the problems that we face in defining
our subject, a national literature, we face the problem of how to define
“history™.

Following the ideas of Herder, Schelling, and Hegel, various con-
ceptions were developed in Russia, starting in the 1820a, which ap-
plied to Russia the notion that history, and hence the history of
a national literature, is a goal-directed process, governed by certain
“laws”. The great critic V. G. Belinsky (1811-1864) percieved Rus-
sian literature as a vehicle of Russia’s progress toward joining the na-
tions of the West in their quest to realize the potential of the human
spirit. Apollon Grigoriev (1822—1864), another major critic, corrected
Belinsky’s “westernizing” view by suggesting that the evolutionary
process of Russian literature as a whole, as well as in the individual
development of its major writers, pointed to an ever increasing role of
native Russian elements and an elimination of foreign influences.
Meanwhile, Slavophile theorists were claiming that Russia, and so
Russian literature, should be going their own separate way in pursuing
a world order based on the Orthodox Christian faith of the Russian
people®, while leftist ideologues, such as N. G. Chernyshevsky (1828—
1889), advanced the notion that literature was primarily a tool of so-

Mandelstam said so very plainly in his Fourth Prose.

Dostoevsky revived Gogol’s idea that Pushkin was Russia’s national poet,
a great prophet of the Russian people who had pointed the way Russia was to
take in the future, in his “Discourse on Pushkin” (1880) and elsewhere.
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cial progress and enlightenment, and rejected any claim to literature’s
metaphysical calling.

Russian Marxists, such as G. V. Plekhanov (1856—-1918), saw lit-
erature as a part of the superstructure of society and held that a
writer’s social class determined the content of his art. Finally, Soviet
ideology percieved literature as “a truthful, historically concrete repre-
sentation of reality in its revolutionary development”. What all these
views of literature have in common is that they percieve literary his-
tory in organic, or even in determinist terms, taking for granted that
literature is a function of the nation, percieved as an organism, and
that it is organically linked to the other functions of that organism, viz.
political movements, art, music, and culture at largeg.

Opposed to this organic and historicist conception of literature is
one which was dubbed “esthetic” by its detractors in the 1860s and
1870s. Considering literature primarily an art form, sui generis among
other arts, the “esthetes”, such as Alexander Druzhinin and Vasily
Botkin, concentrated on an analyses of its material, language, and the
devices of its craft. They did not deny that literature had a social func-
tion, but stressed its autonomy. The key issue here was that the “es-
thetic” approach to literature, following the teaching of Immanuel
Kant, denied the notion of progress in literature. Pushkin himself is on
record to this effect'’. In the twentieth century, the Russian Formalist
School advocated an altogether new and different approach to litera-
ture and literary history, insisting that verbal art was, like other art
forms, pursuing its own ends and that to link literature and literary
history to political and social developments meant to ignore the very
essence of verbal art''.

Another attack on the organic and historicist conception of litera-
ture was launched by early twentieth-century Modernism. Primitivist
and archaic tendencies in Futurism, the return to the great themes of
Western literature in Symbolism, and the notion developed by the

°  The various predictions of these schools of thought have had a certain

effect as self-fulfilling prophecies. Their ideas helped Russian writers to
choose the path to Russia’s future, as they would present it in their works.

' Alexander Druzhinin (1824-1864), Vasily Botkin (1811-1869), and
Pavel Annenkov (1811-1887) were called “the esthetes” in the debates that
went on in literary periodicals of the 1860s. For Pushkin, see note 18 below.

""" The Formal School advocated an approach to art through its medium —
language, in the case of literature.
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Acmeist Osip Mandelstam, according to which verbal art should be
viewed, not in terms of causality, or evolutionary theory, “not to speak
of its vulgar appendage, the theory of progress”, but in terms of
memory, recognition, and other “connections”'?, all challenged the
approach to literary history which had become standard in the nine-
teenth century.

What emerges from all this confusion is the simple fact that litera-
ture and literary history have been approached in different ways,
depending on the reader with whom the writer of literary history
identifies most. It stands to reason that a great deal depends on
the literary historian’s values and special interests. For example,
N. G. Chernyshevsky’s novel What Is to be Done? must be discussed
on account of its considerable political impact, though it is generally
agreed to have little or no esthetic merit. In some instances, a work of
literature is important in different ways and it is up to the historian to
choose what to emphasize. For instance, Tolstoi’s War and Peace, a
recognized masterpiece of historical fiction, was also “an important
political event”, as Konstantin Leontiev immediately recognized. It
caused a debate regarding its historical accuracy, was challenged from
the Left as well as from the Right, and eventually prevailed even
against objective historical criticism in giving the Russian national
consciousness an indelible, though biassed image of the period.

It also stands to reason that, even if we reject any large scale his-
torical teleology of the kind Dostoevsky or the Marxists believed in,
the writer of literary history is still left with the task of establishing
cause-and-effect relations between authors, their works, historical
events, readership, as well as a variety of literary relations of intratex-
tual, intertextual, and metatextual nature. The degree of intentionality
is probably as high in literature as in any human activity. Few will
deny that the reverse feedback of literature on socio-political develop-
ments was greater in Russia than most anywhere else. Chernyshevsky,
who felt that it was slight, still observed that, in Russia, with no other
public forum available, literature was a factor faute de mieux. The fact
that most authors address a reader whom they have in mind all along
and stick to the contract that exists in the reader’s mind, and theirs,
regarding structure, as well as ethos, pathos, and logos of their text,

"> Osip Mandelstam, “On the Nature of the Word” (O prirode slova, 1922,
Sobranie sochinenii (Washington: Inter-Language Literary Associates, 1971),
2:242.
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also accounts for a great deal of order, since the types of readers
addressed are obviously limited.

The corollary of all these observations is that the literary historian,
certainly in the case of Russian literature, must choose between
radically curtailing his subject and its treatment, or making a series of
compromises which vitiate his methodology. He must select authors
and works to be discussed, either in detail or in passing, according to a
principle by which their importance is graded. For instance, the role of
Trivialliteratur may be huge in a work that concentrates on literature’s
social impact, while it will be ignored in a history that looks out for
excellence in literary craftmanship, originality, psychological or philo-
sophical depth.

The very organization of a history of Russian literature has de-
pended on the author’s political philosophy. For example, Pavel
Sakulin, a member of the so-called sociological school of the 1920s,
organized the chapters of his history by the author’s social class:
“gentry literature”, “bourgeois literature”, etc. Even if the historian
has no immediate political bias, he still faces the task of assessing the
space to be allotted to the diverse aspects of a given work and its
reception. Depending on the literary historian’s attitude, the emphasis
may rest on the genesis and biographic and historical background of a
work, or on its immediate effect in the literary marketplace, its place
in the canon of national or world literature, or other criteria.

II

The literary survey that covers a short period in a more or less
comprehensive way is the equivalent of the historical chronicle. In the
1830s and 1840s, and even into the 1850s, when a single reader could
still read more or less every work of Russian literature that appeared
and also cover all of the literary journals, critics like Belinsky and
Grigoriev produced annual surveys of Russian literature, assessing the
novelty, originality, social import, and esthetic merits of at least those
works that seemed more important. These critics by and large did a
remarkably good job: no major figure escaped their attention and no
minor light was hailed as a genius. However, their judgment* was
significantly corrected by posterity, for example, with regard to Gogol
in the case of Belinsky, and Lermontov, in that of Grigoriev. In these
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annual surveys, attempts were also made to indicate the direction Rus-
sian literature was taking and individual works were evaluated accord-
ingly.

Surveys covering a somewhat longer period of time were also
attempted. There is the remarkable essay, “An Extraordinary Decade”
(1880) by P. V. Annenkov (1811-87), covering the 1840s in retro-
spect, though from a participant’s viewpoint, and similar efforts by
Alexander Herzen and Apollon Grigoriev. Beginning with the 1860s,
it became impossible for a single critic to cover any period of Russian
literature so completely.

These surveys, of course, do note the appearance of new authors,
works, ideas, themes, and styles, as well as their relevance to Russian
society, as the critic sees it. But basically, their method is that of the
chronicler, rather than that of the historian. What is absent is a sense
of continuity, direction, and anticipation. After 1860 Russian literature
is too rich, too complex, and too heterogeneous to be presented
synchronically as an organic whole, though efforts were made to find
unity in polarities such as Realism: Symbolism, Passéism: Futurism,
Decadence (a symptom of the decline of bourgeois culture): Social
Realism (the harbinger of a new social order, to be brought about by
revolutionary activity). But even these efforts could cover only a part
of Russian literature. The fact seems to be that there are many good
topics for synchronic study covering parts of Russian literature.

Literary groupings, schools, and movements, characterized by
common views on their art and its mission, are well suited for
synchronic study, especially if their works and other activities can be
organized around some focal idea, person, or event. Often the focus of
a literary school’s essence is seen in its polar opposition to another,
contemporary, school or movement. For instance, the essence of the
period before the age of Pushkin and his Pleiade is focussed in the
controversy of the Shishkovians and the Karamzinists. The essence of
the schools of Russian modernist poetry may be conveniently defined
by the key tenets of contemporary schools with whom they competed,
say, Acmeism by its rejection of Symbolism."

A long period of literary history may be synchronized by the
prevalence of a certain intellectual climate and esthetic canon: the Age

13

A rivalry between two directions or schools may be conducive to change
through parody or travesty of the opposing style. Dostoevsky’s romantic
realism is a case in point.
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of Reason paired with Classicism, the Golden Age of Russian Poetry
coupled with idealist philosophy and romantic esthetics. Obviously,
these periods, if treated synchronically as a single system, will be
presented incompletely, since much of what happened during the
period in question transcends the boundaries of the basic frame of
orientation. The Age of Reason also experienced a widespread flower-
ing of the occult and of the fairy tale, even in Russia. Byronic
Romanticism was merely an episode in Pushkin’s creation. Tiutchev,
whose worldview is unquestionably romantic, uses a language that is
closer to the eighteenth century. Lermontov, arch-romantic for the
most part, shows an obvious tendency toward realism in some of his
later poems (“Valerik”, for example) and in his prose. It appears that a
synchronic treatment of an epoch, such as the Golden Age of Russian
Poetry, serves admirably as an icon of the great literature and the
culture that generated it, but does not tell the whole story. Modernism
covers much of the poetry and prose of the period preceding World
War I, but a vast amount of non-modernist literature coexisted with
Modernism — one only needs to mention the Znanie group, a bastion
of oldfashioned social and psychological Realism, headed by Maksim
Gorky.

Nevertheless, viewing a national literature as an integral part of a
nation’s culture, as has been done by Iu. M. Lotman and his school, is
correct and useful, provided that both “culture” and “literature” are
carefully defined. And there is still the caveat of the sui generis nature
and value of verbal art."*

Nor can it be denied that Mnemosyne, a poet’s memory, can syn-
chronize at will every line of poetry or prose created, orally or in
writing, since the dawn of history. A literate reader, as he reads a
poem or prose work, cannot avoid facing a rich subtext from the
whole of his readings and other experience.

Reading a novel like The Brothers Karamazov, the well-read
reader picks up literally hundreds of quotes, allusions and responses to
a long list of Russian and Western writers, not to speak of the ubiqui-
tous biblical references. While reading Dostoevsky, he remembers
Shakespeare, Schiller, Goethe, Victor Hugo, to name only the most
famous, and of course, Pushkin, Gogol, Turgenev, Nekrasov, and

" See Yuri Lotman, “Thesis towards a Semiotics of Russian Culture”, Ele-

menta, 1994, 1(3): 219-227.
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Tolstoi, again, to name only the most famous. Thus, every time our
well-read reader reads a work of literature, he enters a vast hypertext
of world literature, as did Dostoevsky, that “reader of genius”.

It is a fact that some works live on forever."> Homer is to most of
us, since we read him in childhood and were unaware of any historical
facts, a contemporary of sorts, as he was to readers before us. Most
works, even many that were very successful at their appearance,
recede into the past, to be read only by literary historians. Some have a
much longer life. Tolstoi’s War and Peace is a case in point, as la.S.
Lur’e’s recent study Posle L’va Tolstogo (After Tolstoi, 1993) has
once again demonstrated.

Individual authors whose works show little or no development may
be treated sunchronically. Ivan Goncharov, for example, certainly a
classic and a major figure even in a European context, did not change
either his style or his philosophy in the course of his long life, though
the times were changing, of course. But it appears that most major
authors of Russian literature, such as Pushkin, Gogol, Dostoevsky and
Tolstoi, changed significantly enough in the course of their lifetime to
make a synchronic analysis of their oeuvre problematic.

Much of literary history, past as well as current, consists of more
or less synchronic treatments of particular topics. What is missing in a
history composed entirely of such pieces are the many connections
which one keeps discovering between them, even if one is not looking
for patterns of continuity.

I

A diachronic view of literary history implies a continuity of subject
matter, coupled with qualitative change. The changes in Russian lit-
erature have been drastic and sudden, due to extrinsic factors, such as
the reforms of Peter the Great and the Revolution of 1917. The
changes in Russian literature directly resulting from contacts with the
West are also radical. The role of political and ideological factors has

15 . . . . .
The survival or even the “immortality” of a work of literature is not neces-

sarily the result of esthetic or ethic excellence. A mere accident, such as that
the work became a staple of literature for children, may be a reason for it as
well.
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been more prominent in Russia than nearly anywhere else. Therefore
it is understandable that Russian critics, beginning with Belinsky,
have tended to see Russian literary history as an organic process, with
literature as a whole acting as an organ of the Russian nation.

In Russia, more than anywhere else, an ideological view of history
has held sway. It may be said that both Marxist and Slavophile ver-
sions of a determinist view of Russian history have been proven
wrong by history itself. However, this does not remove the actual
presence of a certain teleological thrust in the development of Russian
society and of Russian literature. Revolutionary ideas, imported from
the West, caused Russian writers to produce works promoting revolu-
tionary activities, and revolutionary activities, in turn, became the sub-
ject of works of literature. The same is true of the ideologies involving
Russia’s national mission as a savior of Christian civilization, also
largely based on ideas imported from the West. It may be recalled that
Apollon Grigoriev, perhaps Russia’s most perspective critic, said that
Russians, being unsophisticated barbarians, were want to live their
philosophy — with disastrous consequences, as it turned out.

Assuming there is a link between life and literature, which does
not mean that this link is strictly mimetic, and that Russian life is the
Signified, Russian literature the Signifier, the rate of change is
spectacular in both. Belinsky, a perspective critic, could not properly
appreciate Derzhavin’s poetry, mainly because Russian life had
changed so much, and he actually faulted Pushkin’s works for being
“old” (staro!). Dostoevsky, a conservative, faulted his contemporaries
Goncharov, Turgenev, and even Tolstoi, for writing about a Russia of
the past, although their works were set in contemporary Russia. The
radical Dmitry Pisarev dispensed with War and Peace by entitling his
review “Oldfashioned Gentry” (Staroe barstvo).

As to the Signifier, the Russian language itself changed signifi-
cantly under foreign influence. Russian versification was imported,
first from Poland, then from Germany, as were all the genres of po-
etry, drama, and prose fiction, one by one. The esthetic sense reflected
in Russian literature since the eighteenth century is likewise an import
from the West. The popular taste, as reflected in folk poetry, is quite
different.

The many changes in sensibility that may be observed in Russian
literature of the modern period can be in part understood in the same
terms as similar changes in the major literatures of the West, although
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there are some instances where Russian conditions require a special
explanation. Pushkin’s early verse is classicist. “Ruslan and Liudmila”
shows a sensibility that is Rococo rather than Romantic. Pushkin’s
discovery of Byron and Shakespeare is a turning point. For a brief
period Pushkin is a Byronic Romantic, as in “The Gypsies”, for exam-
ple. But then Eugene Onegin and the later verse epics show a domi-
nance of romantic irony and pointedly unresolved ambiguities. His
“serene sadness” (svetlaia pechal’) links him to Romanticism at its
existentially most profound. Finally, Pushkin’s late prose was recog-
nized by astute critics, such as Grigoriev and Rozanov, to be the real
beginning of Russian realism. Looking at Pushkin’s readership we get
a different picture: the rebel, exiled for poems like “The Dagger”,
becomes a court poet, whose patriotic effusions on the occasion of the
Polish uprising of 1830 elicit the indignation of his friends. Soon after
his untimely death the poet becomes the target of progressive critics.
Even Belinsky sees him mainly as a formal genius who lacks real
substance; Dobroliubov deplores Pushkin’s “lack of a proper educa-
tion”, which prevented him from making serious contributions to Rus-
sian literature; and the shestidesiatniki lampooned him as a frivolous
poet of “little feet”. (At the same time, some Slavophiles, as later the
old Tolstoi, also found him immoral.) But then pochva and Dosto-
evsky revived Gogol’s idea that Pushkin was Russia’s national poet
and a great prophet of the Russian people, who had pointed the way
Russia was to take in the future. In the twentieth century, Pushkin
became an ideal and a fetish to some (after all, he had dared to en-
dorse Horace’s “Odi profane vulgus” and declared that the poet was
responsible only to his Muse), and worthless ballast to be thrown
overboard from the ship of modernity to others. Soviet critics would
grant him a place of honor as a poet who was “progressive for his
age”, while their émigré opponents would find a conservative and
even a religious strain in him.

The question of continuity in Tolstoi has occupied critics for a long
time. At the same time, it seems true that Tolstoi’s style underwent
significant changes: from the Clarism of Childhood and its eighteenth-
century flavor, to the physiological sketches of the Caucasian and
Sebastopol tales, on to the Walter-Scottian War and Peace; then Anna
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Karenina, pure vintage psychological novel'®; Tales for the People,
stylized, with supernatural elements introduced as a concession to an
alleged popular sensibility; polemic and ideological pieces of the last
thirty years. Yet there is something about Tolstoi’s Whole outlook on
life and on his art that makes it unmistakably Tolstoian and gives it a
unique quality of which his rationalism, moralism, reductionism, and
even his use of estrangement (in extreme cases, making the reader
believe that the viewpoint of an illiterate Russian peasant is the only
avenue to truth) are seemingly necessary constituent elements.

Genre would seem to be a tractable subject of diachronic study,
unless one tries to deal with the three basic genres: epic, lyric, drama.
In this case, the situation is made complicated by the fact that genre-
specific traits are often found in works that belong to other genres.
Thus the “lyric verse epic” (poema) is a popular genre of modern Rus-
sian literature. Chekhov’s plays have lyric elements. Dostoevsky’s
novels have been likened to Shakespearean tragedies. At times, a dia-
chronic connection between successive forms can be established, for
example, when the early Dostoevsky’s novels are travestied versions
of familiar romantic forms or, in the case of Poor Folk, of the senti-
mental epistolary novel. More often than not, new versions of the
novel appear either due to foreign influence or in connection with ex-
tra-literary developments, as for example in the case of Cherny-
shevsky’s What Is to Be Done? or Gorky’s Mother, not to speak of the
Socialist Realist production novel. M.M. Bakhtin’s definition of the
novel as an “open form” makes the pursuit of a continuity of the novel
as a genre problematic, since we have no definition, save a negative
one, of the subject.

As for more narrowly defined genres, such as novella, ballad,
sonnet, etc. they are certainly well suited for diachronic study. They
were all introduced in Russia under Western influence, but some sig-
nificant changes were made in them by Russian authors. Chekhov’s
innovations in the technique of the short-story are a case in point.

There is no question that histories of the Russian theater, of Rus-
sian versification, and other well-defined parts of literary activity are
possible and useful. Some themes may be suited for diachronic

16 Needles to say, later critics have made it a vehicle of new ideas. See, for

instance, Amy Mandelker, Framing Anna Karenina: Tolstoy, the Woman
Question, and the Victorian Novel (Columbus: OSU Press, 1993).
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investigation. Themes like “superfluous man”, “repentant nobleman”,
as well as various versions of the “new man” and “new woman” were
themes that were recognized and consciously pursued from Belinsky
to the populism of the 1870s. The revolutionary hero keeps appearing
in various disguises since about 1860 and is a worn cliché by the time
Gorky produces Mother. The comeuppance of the revolutionary hero
is likewise the subject of many novels, especially of novels of the
Katkov school.

The question of Russia’s identity, her destiny, end her future is a
theme that occupies many Russian writers and poets, from Tiutchev
and Lermontov to Blok and Bely. The theme of “Russianness” may
show up in widely different contexts, like “Here, there’s a whiff of
Russia, here it smells of Russia” (Pushkin, “Ruslan and Liudmila”) or
in the troika passage of Dead Souls.

The problem with a diachronic methodology is that it cannot grasp
the whole system, unless one ascribes to it a teleology which depends
on ideological premises. Experience indicates that a cultural system
tends to change not as a whole, but through a series of particular
events.

v

To summarize the problems that arise in a search for a method to write
a history of Russian literature, we have to begin by establishing that
we are facing a dilemma: History registers change, yet insists that it is
still dealing with the same subject. We must admit that there is much
less linkage between so-called “Old Russian literature” and modern
Russian literature than between the latter and Western literatures. Old
Russian literature, too, is a part of an interliterary hypertext, but it is
linked to the West only marginally and often indirectly, such as when
both the Russian and the Western text originate from the same oriental
source. There is, of course, the common Christian heritage.

The many changes in sensibility that may be observed in Russian
literature of the modern period can be well understood in the same
terms as similar changes in the major literatures of the West, though
there are some instances where Russian conditions require a special
explanation. For example, Gogol’s Ukrainian tales are well under-
stood in terms of romantic fiction a la Tieck and Hoffmann, as are
some of his Peterburg tales, “The Portrait”, for example. But as for
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Dead Souls and some other of the Peterburg tales, like “The Over-
coat”, there were two different ways to read them even in Gogol’s
lifetime. Belinsky read them as indictments of the Russian social order
and essentially truthful representations of Russian reality. Conserva-
tive critics, like Senkovsky, read them as humorous entertainment, a
tolle Welt unrelated to Russian reality. Belinsky’s view prevailed and
through the good offices of Chernyshevsky, critical realism was dub-
bed the “Gogolian period of Russian literature”. In the 1890s, Vasily
Rozanov and some others reopened the debate, suggesting that the
Russia of Dead Souls never existed and that Gogol’s world was a
fiction populated by soulless puppets — a notion Dostoevsky had
anticipated in his “Petersburg Dreams in Verse and in Prose” (1861).
Then, in the twentieth century, Gogol was recognized as a precursor
of Modernism, the creator of an absurd, purely verbal world. It ought
to be added that to some critics, Gogol has been a Christian writer,
who recognized the vanity of earthly existence, while illuminated by
faith.

There are some texts that have a long and extended life in history
in the process of which they change their meaning: they are still the
same, yet they are also different. It is not necessarily so that a short
active life and little change in meaning suggests that the text is in-
ferior. Ostrovsky and Chekhov are the mainstays of the Russian thea-
ter, yet only Chekhov has conquered the international stage and has
experienced a variety of transformations.

Time in the history of literature moves at a different pace, for a
variety of reasons. The split in Russian literature into Soviet and émi-
gré literature caused some émigré writers to freeze in time, Ivan
Buninbeing a case in point. But it caused others to move ahead at an
accelerated pace, such as when Vladimir Nabokov became a modern-
ist, and eventually an American writer. In Russia, the Revolution
caused a brief flash of avantgarde experimentation and then a long
period during which literature was frozen in a condition of total
dependence on extrinsic controls.

All of this suggests that synchrony of literary form and content is
independent of chronology: some texts are ahead of their time, others
are in stride with it, still others are behind the times.

Thus, the difficulty in writing literary history may be reduced to
these main points: A diachronic view will not allow us to cover the
entire material at any given point in time, because changes usually
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affect only certain parts or aspects of literature, in other words, be-
cause literature, like language, does not change as a whole, even
though it gives the impression of being one. A series of synchronic
surveys will make it difficult to understand the changes that have
taken place relative to the preceding period. This means that we must
try to find a way to combine both approaches if we want to maintain
the unity of our subject and also perceive the changes in it. If syn-
chrony is spatial and diachrony temporal, we must try to find a space-
time continuum, or some other thirdness that will resolve the syn-
chrony-diachrony dualism.

Assuming that Russian literature is the Signifier and Russian life
or life at large in all of their manifestations the Signified, we minimize
the dilemma by choosing an interpretant that is narrow enough to
avoid the difficulties involved in the contradictions and intricacies of
synchrony, as well of the unexpected and unaccountable changes of
diachrony. This is precisely what ideologically based histories do, or
what is the case when literature is viewed entirely and exclusively as
verbal art, a phenomenon sui generis and independent of any ideol-
ogy, or of any social, ethical, or philosophical criteria. But the cost of
such narrowing of the historian’s horizon seems too high.

The opposite solution is that of assuming the viewpoint of a mem-
ory that sees all literary phenomena (genres, schools, movements,
themes, individual authors and their works, etc.) from all conceivable
positions as well as panchronically, that is, through the eyes of a
scholar who has immersed himself in the period and subject of his
study, yet perceives these in all-embracing context of national and
world literature. For example, with regard to Dostoevsky’s first novel,
Poor Folk, this will include all of the intertextual connections: the
novel is a parody of the sentimental epistolary novel, both in its form
as well as by virtue of many allusions to works from the period of
Sentimentalism, such as novels by Jean-Jacques Rouseau, Samuel
Richardson, N.-G. Léonard, F.-G. Ducray-Duminil, and others. It also
parodies contemporary authors and styles and, specifically, engages in
a polemic confrontation with Gogol’s story The Overcoat which is
contrasted to Pushkin’s story The Stationmaster. The novel’s immedi-
ate reception overlooked these elements, as it was seen as “the first
Russian social novel” by Belinsky and was generally read as yet an-
other expression of “sentimental humanitarianism” (Apollon Grigo-
riev), with Dostoevsky a champion of the “downtrodden”. But then, in
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view of Dostoevsky’s subsequent works, a wholly different reading of
the text emerged, as Dostoevsky the psychologist was shown to take
interest in human suffering that was clinical rather than compassio-
nate, or even worse, motivated by a cruel enjoyment of reliving the
abjection and pain of his hero. Also, the question of divine justice and
even that of the existence of God were shown to be quite different
from what we learn from Dostoevsky’s later works'” .

The fact that the fate of the work depends on its reception creates
yet another antinomy, that of author versus reader. We know, for ex-
ample, how the Grand Inquisitor chapter of The Brothers Karamazov
has been misinterpreted even by knowledgeable critics, whose reading
is opposed to Dostoevsky’s professed intent. The resolution of this
antinomy must lie in the logic of the work itself. If it is sound, con-
sidering every aspect of its composition, only the intended reading
will stand up in the long run.

This raises the point of expression, successful or unsuccessful,
which may also be called the question of content vs. form. It seems
wrong to relegate this question to a literary work’s success with a
broad readership. Yet successful expression seems to be a reasonable
criterion in the historian’s process of selecting works that matter.
Dostoevsky said that in his novel The Double he had tried to express
what seemed to him the most important idea he had ever tackled, but
also that he had failed to give it the proper form. Critics are still
arguing what this idea may have been. In Notes from Underground,
Dostoevsky found the proper form for his idea — and this work is still
as alive and fascinating today as it was when it appeared. In fact, it has
gained in importance and has generated several major works in Rus-
sian and Western literature that ask the same questions. The thirdness
that unites content and form must be expression, as Benedetto Croce
taught. This means that we should judge a work not by the apparent
excellence, or poor quality of its form, nor by the appeal of its idea,
but by the degree to which it successfully expresses what its author
wanted to say. This criterion is likely to produce a selection of works
that had a firmer grip on the Zeitgeist and a clearer understanding of

""" For useful observations on the hypertext created by memory, see Renate

Lachmann, Memory and Literature: Intertextuality in Russian Modernism
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997).
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its vagaries. It may also produce mostly works representative of the
nation’s mindset during the period in question.

Perhaps the greatest challenge to the historian of literature is the
author or work that presents a singularity by virtue of a personal style,
coupled with excellence and/or a significant position in the whole
picture. Also, some authors and works seem to go against the flow of
events, while artistically important enough to be considered. Alexan-
der Pushkin is a case in point. The fact that, while everybody claims
him to be their own, everybody also takes a different view of him,
indicates that Pushkin simply does not fit into any scheme or pattern.
In particular, he rejected the two ideas that were crucial for the view
taken by most Russians of their literature, that of literature’s social
mission and that of its progress. Moreover, Pushkin seems to tran-
scend time. Thus, Pushkin is a chapter of Russian literature all by
himself."®

v

What, then, are the desiderata for a history of Russian literature in
view of above observations? First and foremost, a constant awareness
of one’s signified, signified, and interpretant. This point may be illus-
trated by the familiar difference between Karamzin’s History of the
Russian State and Polevoi’s History of the Russian People. Karamzin
defined his subject precisely: gosudarstvo rossiiskoe, where rossi-
iskoe, derived from Rossiia, pointedly refers to the state, not to the
people (Rossiia is not a Russian word, but a loan from Latin).
Polevoi’s pretentious project was justly lampooned by Pushkin, for
“the Russian people” (narod is not synonymous with natsiia, “na-
tion”!) was a subject that invited equivocation, bias, and speculation,
rather than factual historiography.

A panchronic vision, empowered by an allembracing memory
which makes for Bergsonian durée, must cover the entire material at
hand. This memory may remain latent whenever it is not needed to
understand the phenomena observed, but must be activated often
enough to establish connections that may be intraliterary, interliterary,
metaliterary, or extrinsic to the literary process per se.

'® For almost a century, Pushkin stood alone in all odf Russian literature

defending the principle that art was its own end and that it did not “follow the
universal laws of nature” (“Response to an Article by A. Bestuzhev”, 1825).
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An attention to the singularity of certain authors and works will
have to depend, for the most part, on the historian’s intuitive grasp of
style or some other idiosyncracy that makes an author or a work stand
out from the hypertext that surrounds them. A careful balance of the
singular (or particular) and the universal must be kept.

Analysis of particular works should be aimed at recognizing ex-
pression, since literature is directed at a readership. However, the fact
that readerships are varied in their attention, sympathies, tastes, and
allover attitudes, the logic of a given work should be explained in
terms of its intention and execution. Assuming that we do not believe
in any absolute historical determinism, we should be ready to look for
cause-and-effect, intent-and-result relations using our judgement from
case to case.

In summary, writing literary history seems to be a precarious bal-
ancing act, where the risks of failure are at least as strong as the
rewards of success.

JHaxXpoOHHKA H CHHXPOHHKA
B HCTOPHH PYCCKOH JINTEPATyPHI

B cTaThe cTaBATCA HEKOTOPBIE BOMPOCH!, BOSHUKAIOLIHE B CBA3U C COCTaB-
JIeHWEM UCTOPUU HALMOHAJIBHOM, B YaCTHOCTH PyCCKOif THTepaTypsl. Tak,
HallpUMep, B MCTOPHIO PYCCKOIl JUTepaTypbl BXOJAT IPOM3BEICHHS,
KOTOphble BKIIOYAIOTCA TakKe B MCTOPHM YKpawHCKOW W Oenopycckoi
JquTeparyp, a Takke NMPOW3BEACHHUSA, HAlMCaHHbIC HAa LICPKOBHOCIABSIH-
CKOM $fI3bIKE, HEpeJKO aBTOpaMu HepycckuMH, kKak Ilaxomwit Jloroder u
I'puropwuit IlamOnak. PaMku coOCTBEHHO NUTEPATyphl TAKKe TPYIHO OTI-
peAeINTh, IOTOMY YTO B JIUTEpATypy ApEBHETO IMepHojJa BXOIAT IMPOH3-
BeJeHMs, MPUHAAJISKALINE K XKaHpaM, KOTOpble B HOBOE BpeMsl yXKe CUH-
TAlOTCS COCTaBHO#M YacThlo OOTOCIOBHSA, LEPKOBHOH CIykOBl M HCTO-
puorpaduu. Psia BOpocoB BO3HMKAET W TPH TPaJAWLMOHHON KOHLETILINH
JTUTepaTyphl, cocTosiei, mo B. I'. BenmHckoMy, U3 moa3um, OemieTpuc-
THKU W )KYPHATUCTHKH, YTO HCKITFOUaeT (POTBKIOp, TyOoK, OYIbBapHYIO H
“xentyro” mmrepatypy. K ToMy ke Jaxe CpaBHHTENBHO Y3KOe€ Ompeje-
snenue autepatypel B. I'. benuHckoro He paznuyaer auteparypy NOJALEH-
3YPHYIO OT BOJIBHOM, TUTEpaTypy “ 103BOJICHHYIO” OT HEIO3BOJICHHO.
IIpu omcaHWM UCTOPUM PYCCKOM JUTepaTryphl HabmMOAal0TCs pasHble
TeHAeHIMH. [lo3uums craBsHO(MMIOB BUANT HasHaYeHHe PYCCKoil TuTepa-
TYpBI B TIPOSIBJICHHU PYCCKOTO HA[HOHAJIBHOTO JyXa M €ro XpUCTHAHCKOMH
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cobopHocTH. JIuaepsl peBOMMOLMOHHOTO ABWKEHHS BOCTIPHHUMAIOT JIUTE-
paTypy Kak opyAHe paclpoCTpaHeHUs MpOTrpecCUBHBIX HJei. B mpoTtuso-
TOJIOXKHOCTH K 3TUM “OpraHMYeCKUM~ KOHICTIHAM, B KOTOPHIX Pa3BUTHE
JIUTEPATyPhl TECHO CBA3aHO C OOIIECTBEHHON JKU3HBIO, 3CTETHUYECKAs KPH-
THKa W (popManbHas IIKOJA CUMTAIOT, YTO JIMTEPATypa CIEAyeT CBOMM
3aKOHaM W YTO €€ CJIE/IyeT M3y4aTh OTAEIBHO OT IMOIUTHKH W WASOIOTHH.
HeszaBucuMo oT MpWHATHS TOH WIM WHOI TO3WIMH SICHO, YTO HWCTOPHK
JIUTEPATYPhl HIMEET JIENO C Pa3HBIMK (POPMaMH MPUIUHHOCTH U 4TO

€ro B3TJIS/ Ha JINTEPATYPy 3aBHCUT OT TOTO, Kakwe (pOPMbl OH CUHTAET
LEHTPAIBHBIMA B JINTEPATYPHOM TMPOLECCE: COUMAIBHO-TONUTHICCKHUE,
3THYECKHE, MOPAIbHBIC, 3CTETUYECKHE, HWHWBUIYAIbHO-TICHXOJIOTHYE-
CKHE, WIN KOHKPETHO-(DHIIOJIOTHYECKHE.

IIpoToTHN CHHXPOHWYECKOTO TTOAX0/a K HCTOPUH PYCCKOH JHTepary-
psl MBI HaxXOJUM B €XETOJHWX OOO3PEHUAX PYCCKOH JIMTEpaTyphl
B.T. benunckoro, Amomnona ['puropsepa, II. B. AHHEHKOBAa U ApYrux
KpUTHKOB. JIuTepaTypHOe 0003pEHHE 3TOTO THIA, COOTBETCTBYHIOIIEE HC-
TOPUYECKOW XPOHHMKE, MOKET MTPaTh CBOKO POJNb B TPAKTOBKE OTpele-
JIEHHBIX €AWHML] JUTEPATyPHOTO TIPOIecca, KaK JIMTEPATypPHBIE LIKOJBI,
TEUEHUs, CTHIM W T.A. UTO e KacaeTcs CHHXPOHWYECKOTO OXBaTa He-
KOTOPOTO TIEpPHO/A, COEAWHEHHOTO MMPOBO33PEHHEM M ICTETHKOM, Kak
“IpocBelleHne/KTacCHIM3M ', “Uiealli3M/pOMaHTH3M”, TO eéMy NMPOTUBO-
peuuT (HakT, YTO OJAHOBPEMEHHO C PAaclBETOM pallMOHAIMCTHYECKOH (u-
Joco(puH M KITACCHIIMCTHYECKOM JINTepaTyphl HabmoJaeTcs ABHKEHNE U B
MPOTHBOMOJIOKHOM HampaBlieHHH. HHTepTeKCTyalbHBIH MOAXOM, OCHO-
BaHHBIN Ha (haKTe, YTO BCAKHMH aBTOP TakKe M YMTATENb HAMOHAILHOW 1
MHpPOBOii JTUTepaTyp, IpeBpallaeT BCIo JIMTepaTypy B 0e30peikHbIl cunep-
mexcm. Hauntanuelii yntarens pomana “ Bpates Kapamazoeel” 1o u nemo
BCTPEYAET B €TO TEKCTE LNTATHI, 3XO M BHIJEP)KKH, & OPOiil U TOJIEMHKY C
npousBeacHusiMu lexcnupa, [wiepa, T'ete, ['toro, Ilyiikuna, 'oromns,
Typrenesa u psja Apyrux aBTOpPOB.

Pose moymTHYECKHX M MACOIOTHYECKUX (PAKTOPOB B pa3BUTHH pPyc-
CKOM JINTEpaTyphl OUeHb BeKa. KauecTBEHHbBIEC TIEPEMEHBI B JINTEPATYPE
3aBHCAT OT COOBITHIf B PYCCKOM JKW3HH, a TaK)Ke OT HOBIISCTB B CaMoOi
JUTEPAType, YaCTO BOCKOJAIINX K BIUSAHHUIO JHUTEpaTyp 3amaznHoii EBpo-
mel. Hanmpumep, BepcuduKaiis pycckoil O33UH Pa3sBUBAETCS T10J1 BIIUS-
HHUEM TIOJIECKOH W HEMEIKOH CTHXOCJIOXKHBIX CHCTEM, U BCE JKaHPBI pycC-
CKOHM JMTepaTyphl CIEAYIOT mpuMepy autepatyp 3amaja. JluaxpoHuue-
ckuii moaxon Kk TBopuectBy A. C. IlyllikMHA yKa3bIBAacT Ha psiji MEPEMEH B
ero cozepxanum ¥ ¢GopMe o/ BIMSHHEM 3amaja, a TaKKe B CBI3H C
cOOBITHAMHU B pyccKo# im3HU. K ToMy e, TIepeMeHbl B MHTSPIIPETaLNHT
TBOpuecTBa IlylukWHa M ApyTHX aBTOPOB, U B CAMOM OTHOLICHHM K WX



290 Victor Terras

JUYHOCTH, HAOMOal0TCA U TToCIe CMePTH aBTopa, a B ciydae IIyiikuHa
MPOAOIIKAIOTCSA U 10 HALUX JHEH.

IMoxxoaAmuM MpeaAMeToM IUaXpPOHHUKH SIBJISICTCS JKaHp, a B YaCTHOCTH
JKaHpbl, (POpMaNTbHO OTpe/eNeHHble, KaK, HalpuMep, COHET W HOBENJIA.
TpynHocTH mHpeAcTaBIAeT XKaHpP pPOMaHa, KOTOPBIA, MO OMNpelesieHHIO
M. M. Baxtuna, ects “oTKpbITas (popMa’, TO €CTh, OTCYTCTBHE OTpe/e-
JIEHHOH (POPMEL.

OcHOBHO# TIpo6IeMoit IPH COCTABJICHHH HCTOPHH PYCCKOiT INTEepary-
psl siBisieTcst (pakT, YTO TOBOPS O TIEPEMEHAX W Pa3BHTHH, O HOBBIX (hop-
Max K HOBBIX T€Max, B TO XK€ BPEMS CUMTAIOT, YTO PEYb UJIET BCE O TOM
e mpeaMere. bonblias yacTe HCTOPHU PYCCKOW TUTEPATyphl, HAYUHAS C
XVII-ro Beka, oOBACHAETCS 3amaJHBIM BIHAHHEM, OJHAKO, HAYHHAA C
snoxu [lymkuHa, pycckas qutepaTypa Bce Oonee oTBevyaeT TpeboBaHUAM
PYCCKOIl JKW3HH, HWHOTJA OTPHIBAsACh OT OOIIEeBPONMEHCKHX TEUCHHIA,
HMHOT/Ia K HUM BO3BPALIAsCh.

Ecnmu npuHATH B3I, 4YTO B PYCCKOH JHMTEpaType OTPaKaeTcs pyc-
CKas KyJIbTypa, PyccKas XKHW3Hb, TO TPYJHOCTH, CBSI3aHHBIE ¢ 00OUMM MO~
XOJdMH, YMEHBIIAIOTCS MPOMOPLUHOHATBHO TOMY, KaK CY:KaeTCsl Halla
TEOPUSI COOTHOLLEHUS! TUTEPATYPHI U ASHCTBUTENBHOCTH. Y 3KHI UAEOTIO-
THYECKUI MOJAXOJ K MCTOPHM JIMTEPATYPHl MO3BOJSET UCTOPHKY CIPaB-
JATHCS C MPOTUBOPEUMAMHM U OOLIEH CIOKHOCTHIO CHHXPOHUKH, @ TAKKE C
HEO)KHUAHHBIMH W OECTPUYWHHBIMU TIEPEMEHAMM IHAaxXpOHUKH. To ke
caMoe MOKHO CKa3aTh M O (hOPMATIBLHOM, SCTETHIECKOM TTOAX0/E K JIHTe-
partype.

IIpoTHBOMONIOKHOE pelIEHHe BOMNPOCA COCTOMT B MPHHATHH MO3HLIUH
BCE3HAKOLICH MaMATH, OXBaTHIBAOLICH BCE JINTEPATYPHBIE SBICHHUA (KaH-
Pbl, LIKOJBI, ABHXKEHUS, TEMBI, dBTOPBI, MPOU3BEACHUS H T.A.) CO BCEX
BO3MOJKHBIX TOYEK 3PEHHUS W MAHXPOHUYECKH, TO-€CTh, C MO3HIHH Yy4e-
HOTO, MOTPYKEHHOTO B MPEAMET M 3TOXY, HO B TO )K€ BpPEMSI BOCIPHUHHU-
MAlOIIeTO WX BO BCEOOBEMINIOIIEM KOHTAKTE C MHUPOBOI JIMTEpaTypoil U
HCTOPHEN.

Ha npakTuke HCTOPUK BBIHYXIEH HATH HA KOMIIPOMHCC MEXKIY STUMH
KpaitHOCTAMMU.

Ocoby1o mpobieMy mpenctapiser coboro yutarens. Hepenko uuta-
TENb AAeT TUTEPATYPHOMY MPOU3BEACHUIO HHTEPIPETALMIO, KOTOpas Mpo-
TUBOPEYUT UHTCHUUHU aBTopa. CormacHo teopuu b. Kpoue, mpu anamuze
JUTEPATYPHOTO MPOU3BEJECHUSA TNTABHBIIA BONIPOC B TOM, YAAIOCH JIH ABTO-
Py BBIPa3UTh UMEHHO TO, YTO OH XOTEN CKa3aTh CBOEMY YHTATEMO. Ecam
cornacutecs ¢ Teopuer b. Kpoue, wctopus naurepatypbl HOJKHA KOH-
LEHTPUPOBATHCS HA MPOU3BEACHUAX, B KOTOPBIX aBTOPY YJAIOCh JIOJLK-
HOM 00pa3oM BO3ACHCTBOBATH HA YUTATEIS.
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I'poMajiHble TPYIHOCTH TPEJOCTABIAIOT HCTOPHKY T€ HEMHOTHE aBTO-
pBl, KOTOPHIX HENb3s MOABECTH MO/, OTIPEelIeNICHHYO KaTeTopHIO, aBTODHI,
KOTOPBIM B UCTOPHH JIHTEPATYPhl MOCBALIAIOT OTACITBHYIO TIaBy. JT0 —
aBTOPBI Oe3BpeMeHHbIe, BeerJalHme, Kak [Tyikun u ['orodb.

O6001as: uneanbHo#l McTOpHEil TUTEpaTypbl MOXKHO CYMTATh HCTO-
pHIO, OCHOBAHHYI0 Ha BCEOOBEMIIIOLIEM IAHXPOHHMYECKOM 3HAHHH, HO
HAaIpaBJICHHYIO Ha OMPE/ICNICHHOTO YHTATEIIA.
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