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Abstract

This dissertation examines the conflicted relationship between ekphrasis and
iconicity in the context of Russian literature. It continues an inquiry into the classical
separation of word and image, touches upon the 19%-c. debates regarding the more
appropriate means of reflecting reality within the Russian Realist aesthetics, and attempts
to outline those aspects of visuality that tie Classical Realism and Modernism in Russian
literature.

Since Russian culture differentiates between two types of images — secular
paintings and religious icons — an analysis of ekphrasis within a literary narrative must
account for the specific type of image that is being referenced. I argue that iconicity
determines the object’s role within a narrative and dictates the way in which it must be
perceived both by characters within a narrative and by the readers. Although it owes its
origins to ecclesiastical sphere, the notion of literary iconicity transcends both the strictly
religious sense or Eastern Orthodoxy and Charles Sanders Peirce’s definition of an icon.
When a character 1s endowed with apparent characteristics typical of an Orthodox icon,
the effect that this character produces on her surroundings are similar, if not identical, to
those of a religious icon.

The tension between ekphrasis and iconicity is presented in Russian literature as
an ideological conflict between either male domination and female defiance or between
western rationalism and Russian mysticism. When considered through the prism of

iconicity, female silence becomes a sign of psychological and spiritual strength, not of
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submission to male authority. Paradoxically, male protagonists and/or narrators,
trapped by their need for verbal expression, fail to recognize the heroines’ iconic
properties and therefore miss the opportunity for deliverance from their own misery
caused by the feelings of wounded pride, isolation or a lack of direction.

Thus, iconicity becomes more than merely an echo of religious undertones that
may or may not be present within a literary work, but a way of deepening the
psychological dimension of a narrative and of offering a more challenging yet a more

rewarding way of human engagement.
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Introduction

Ekphrasis ... 1s a literary mode that turns on the antagonism — the
commonly gendered antagonism — between verbal and visual representation.
Since this contest is fought on the field of language itself, it would be
grossly unequal but for one thing: ekphrasis commonly reveals a profound
ambivalence toward visual art, a fusion of ionophilia and iwconophobia, of
veneration and anxiety. To represent a painting or sculpted figure in
words 1s to evoke its power — the power to fix, excite, amaze, entrance,
disturb, or intimidate the viewer — even as language strives to keep that
power under control.!

As these words by James Heffernan suggest, verbal descriptions of visual images
found within a literary text can broaden the scope of a narrative and illuminate its
cultural and ideological dimensions. Although literature and visual art? are most often
considerd as distinct modes of artistic expression, they neither exist in complete isolation
from each other, nor do they enjoy a particularly tranquil relationship.?

This dissertation explores the tension that exists between word and image in the

Russian context. Specifically, it examines the ideological side of the conflict between

! James Heffernan, Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashbery (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1993), 7. My emphasis.

2T limit the term “visual art” to primarily drawing, painting, sculpture, and bas-relief, leaving out
film, architecture, and other plastic arts. This is done, on the one hand, to preserve
continuity with other critical works on ekphrasis and, on the other, to reflect the types of
works referenced in the narrative fiction that is discussed later in the dissertation.

3 The metaphor “sister arts” that is often applied to literature and visual arts suggests a different
approach to the problem of representation. It eliminates the question of conceptual gender
differences and emphasizes the impossibility of separation of one from the other. Stephen
Cheeke sums up this sort of antagonism as follows: “anyone who grew up in a household with
sisters of proximate age the usefulness of the metaphor of the ‘sister arts’ will be clear. Envy,
rivalry, emulation, quarrelling, imitation — the ordinary human trouble of kinship helps to
make some sense of, even if it can never clarify, the awkward intimacy and reserve that we
discover between poems and paintings. See Stephen Cheeke, Writing for Art: The Aesthetics of
Ekphrasis (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2008), 2-3.
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verbal expression and visual perception in works of literary prose written in Russia
between 1830 and 1930. The word “ideological,” the way I am using it, refers to a
general “manner or the content of thinking characteristic of an individual, group, or
culture” rather than to any specific set of articulated political beliefs or “theories and aims
that constitute a sociopolitical program.” The key concepts that will be examined here
are ekphrasis® and iconic vision.

My inquiry will primarily focus on four prose works: Alexander Pushkin’s story
“The Stationmanster” (1830), Fyodor Dostoevsky’s novella “The Meek One” (1876),
Dmitriit Mamin-Sibiriak’s novel Shooting Stars (1899), and Veniamin Kaverin’s novel Arfist
Unknown (1930). The work selection is motivated by both temporal and thematic
considerations: each of these prose narratives was written during the hundred years that
elapsed between the rise of Classical Russian Realism and the official introduction of the
doctrine of Socialist Realism, and each of them features a verbose protagonist who
struggles to maintain a relationship with a taciturn heroine.

The central question of my analysis i1s how the gendered antagonism that
Heffernan speaks of, when taken literally, plays out in Russian literature. The
iconophobia and iconophilia are considered in relation to both visual images and icon-
like characters, and evidence is presented that the non-verbal manner of expression
facilitated by the visual art is often favored to the more customary — verbal — way of
engaging in the day-to-day communication. This tendency on the authors’ part is

paradoxical, for they, as writers, have to convey their ideas through words; nonetheless,

+See “Ideology” in Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary <http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/ideology>.

> Some authors choose to italicize the word “ekphrasis” in their writing, while others do not. For
the sake of consistency, I will not use italics unless I use a direct quotation in which this term
is italicized.



Jordan 3

within their narratives, both male protagonists and male narrators, while trying to
produce ekphrases of their own, are defeated by the silence of the heroines whom they
encounter. On a deeper level, it appears that in Russian literature the drive for
ekphrastic expression clashes with the long-standing religious tradition of hesychasm.5

Hesychasm is customarily understood as a form of quiet contemplation that leads
one to a spiritual and a higly personal revelation. As the Greek origin of the term
suggests, “quietude” and “tranquility” are the essential elements of this practice, but in a
more strict sense, however, hesychasm 1is a religious practice that is associated with
“monastic prayer and contemplation” and that is designed specifically to help one “to
achieve communion with God and the vision of the divine light.”” While this dissertation
does not pursue the goal of analyzing religious practices, it will examine the idea of quiet
contemplation as a way of understanding of and achieving communion with another
being.

As it will be shown 1n the chapters that follow, excessive gregariousness often
betray strong rationalist proclivities on the part of many male literary characters and are
in a direct opposition to the spirituality that is associated with female characters. At the
same time, some of the heroines’ characteristics, reticence being the chief of them, makes
them icon-like and conceals the potential for facilitating a powerful transformation in the

male characters. As such, these heroines — or their literary portraits — challenge the

6 For a discussion of the complicated nature and history of the term “hesychasm,” see John
Meyendorft’s article “Is ‘Hesychasm’ the Right Word? Remarks on Religious Ideology in the
Fourteenth Century,” Harvard Ukrainian Studies 7, (1983), pp. 447-457. For an analysis the role
of hesychasm in relation to ekphrasis, see, for example, Ivan Drpié, “Art, Hesycahsm, and
Visual Exegesis: Parisinus Graecus 1242 Revisited,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 62 (2008), 217-247.

7 Drpi¢, 217.
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practice of verbal description and often overcome the gendered antagonism that
Heffernan speaks of by demonstrating the futility of the ekphrastic effort.

The iconophilia and iconophobia are at the heart of this literary conflict: the male
character is attracted to the icon-like heroine while at the same time strives to impose his
authority on her. He attempts to verbally define and explain her character to himself and
to others, or, in some cases, to manipulate her by means of verbal discourse. The male
protagonist’s ability to come to terms with the heroine’s iconicity in the end determines
his ability to find his own salvation from self-doubt and self-loathing or, on the other end
of the spectrum, from egotism and narcissism.

As Ivan Drpi¢ reminds us, since the time of the monk and icon painter
Theophanes the Greek (c. 1340 — c. 1410) onwards, a frequent use of “ascetic
physiognomies, the expressive use of highlights, especially on faces, a tendency toward
linearism and reduced color schemes, and a renewed interest in individual psychology
and états d’dme ... have been seen as the defining elements of the new idiom” in the
religious visual art and a direct influence of the contemplative religious practices.® At the
same time, as W,J. T. Mitchell suggests in his book titled Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology
(1986), the ways in which the so-called “theoretical” ways of understanding of visual
images and their connections with “social and cultural practices” of a certain group are
“fundamental to our understanding not only of what images are but of what human

nature is or might become.” When one begins to analyze images within the Russian

8 Ibid., 17-8. Drpi¢ summarizes two lines of argument regarding the relationship between
hesychasm and the Orthodox iconography. While some scholars, such as E. Bakalova and T.
Velmans see a direct connection between the Byzantine hesychastic and the artistic practices,
H.G. Beck, J. Meyendorff and A. E. Tachiaos argue that this connection is tenuous if not
inexistent. See Drpi¢, 218, fn. 9 and 10.

9W. J. 'T. Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 9.
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context, it is imperative to include into the discussion the impact that Byzantium and
particularly the Eastern Orthodox Church had on the development of images in Russia
and, on a deeper level, on how the question of “what human nature is or might become”
may be answered in this particular context. The practice of hesychasm is just one of the
ways in which religion may have influenced the visual art. Mitchell explains that visual
images have the capacity of transcending the narrow definitions of sign typology and
become

something like an actor on the historical stage, a presence or character

endowed with legendary status, a history that parallels and participates in

the stories we tell ourselves about our own evolution from creatures “made

in the image” of a creator, to creatures who make themselves and their

world in their own image.!?

This principle is equally applicable to both sacred and secular images, to religious
icons and representational art. At the same time, the idea of transitioning from a stable
status of a creation to a quest for self-affirmation, often found in literary discourse, may be
examined in greater depth if we consider images and words as two intertwined forms of
expression.

Although certainly not universal, the influence of the Eastern Orthodox Church
on both artistic and quotidian human expression, particularly in Russia, has been
profound. In his book Russia and Europe (1869), the Russian sociologist and philosopeher
Nikolay Danilevsky observes that “religion constituted the most essential (almost

exclusively) substance of the ancient Russian life.” [pesurus cocrasisiia camoe

CYIIECTBEHHOE, TOCIOICTBYIOMEE (IIOUTH UCKJIIOUATENBHO) COIEePKaHUE JPEBHEN

10 Thid.
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pyccxon xusuu.|!! Yet as Victor Terras observed in 2002, although “Russian literature
has been greatly discussed as an integral part of Russian national culture ... it is
unexpected to see how little attention many critics and historians have paid to the role of
Russian Orthodoxy in the creation and reception of Russian literature.”!? This is not to say
that literary scholars, art critics, and historians have been ignoring Russia’s Orthodox
background entirely; yet as Richard Pipes notes, especially among Western scholars, for a
long time the role of the Russian religion received “little if any attention.”!® Pipes
explains this lack of interest by the secularism of modern historians. “And yet, — he says, —
even if historians are secular, the people with whom they deal were in the overwhelming
majority religious: ... For them, culture meant religion — religious belief, but especially
religious rituals and festivals.”!*

Such a close connection between culture and religion, of course, does not
immediately translate either into sincere piety or cultural self-awareness on the part of the
people who produce art and literature and of the characters featured in these works.
Indeed, it may be misleading to read too much religious subtext into a work of art of
literary fiction. At the same time, these elements cannot be ignored entirely, because
when considered in their culture-specific contexts, they shed light on the various ways of

relating to the world that people develop depending on the external cultural and

11 Qtd. in LLA. Esaulov, Kategorita Sobornosti v Russkot Laterature (Petrozavodsk: Izdatel’stvo
Petrozavodsckogo Universiteta, 1995), 5. Org. in N. Ia. Danilevskii, Rossiia ¢ Evropa (Moskva:
Kniga, 1991), 480.

12 Victor Terras, “A Christian Revolution in Russian Literary Criticism,” 7he Slavic and Eastern
European fournal 46, no. 4 (Winter 2002), 769. My emphasis.

13 Richard Pipes, Russia Under Bolshevik Regime (New York: Fodor's Travel Guides, 1995) 337. To
emphasize the formative influence of any religion on a culture, Pipes continues: “in this
respect, the inhabitants of what became the Soviet Union — Christians, Jews, and Muslim
alike — may be said to have lived in the Middle Ages.”

14Tpbid., 337. My emphasis.



Jordan 7

ideological forces that are at work in a given society. When it comes to trying to
understand Russian culture through its literature, one ought to also recognize that, as
Leonard Stanton puts it, that the icon itself, the “visionary capacity” that it promotes, and
the “web of relationships” that come out of it, in effect, has shaped “the literary
imagination of innumerable Orthodox writers ... layman and monk alike,”!> and many

Russian writers fall into this category as well.

Any analysis of the competition between word and image to convey meaning
within a literary narrative is in danger of being biased in favor of the verbal expression
simply because words not only constitute the object of inquiry but also serve as a medium
for conducting the discussion. Paradoxically, this self-conscious superiority on the part of
verbal discourse 1s a necessary condition for creating literature because it allows writers to
believe in their own ability to express meaning; otherwise, having been convinced of the
visual images’ exceptional role in depicting human experience, writers would have to give
up their pens and pick up paintbrushes. This tension becomes even more appreciable
when a narrative 1s interrupted in order to make way for a description of any kind, at
those moments when literary discourse has to appeal to the readers’ ability to not simply
imagine, but to visualize. “We men of letters can use colors no worse than painters do,”
declares an early Christian writer Asterius of Amasia as he sets out to describe a painting

of a martyred saint.!® The self-confidence that Asterius’ words demonstrate takes the

15 Leonard J. Stanton, The Optina Pustyn Monastery in the Russian Literary Imagination: Iconic Vision in
Works by Dostoevsky, Gogol, Tolstoy, and Others (New York: P. Lang, 1995), 30.

16 Qtd. in Henry Maguire, Art and Eloguence in Byzantium (Princeton, IN.J.: Princeton Universit
ry g q )y y
Press, 1981), 22.
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reader response almost for granted while at the same time, perhaps unwillingly,
recognizes the formidable potential of pictorial representation.

In part, the complexity of this antagonistic yet intimate relationship between
words and images is due to the fact that both of these media appeal to our imaginative
powers while giving us different sets of facts and clues to work with. Rivalry ensues when
one mode of artistic expression encroaches on another’s territory by attempting to convey
by its own means what has already been done in the other mode: when a painting depicts
a scene from literature or when a description of a still image is inserted into a narrative.
The situation becomes further complicated when the cultural information that is encoded
into a certain literary or plastic form begins to direct, constrain or expand any particular
form’s capacity to convey meaning.

To understand the cultural and ideological underpinnings of ekphrasis,
iconography, and iconic vision as the ability to properly perceive and interpret an icon, a
brief overview of the terms’ development is necessary. From the point of view of literary
expression, a writer’s goal is to select and to use words in such a way that the readers,
upon reading those words, could imagine not only the succession of events, but also the
characters, their actions, and the settings that are delivered to them verbally. In the early
days of Rhetorical Studies, the term ekphrasis was used to denote verbal descriptions and
to differentiate them from other types of discourse. The term literally means, as its Greek
origin suggests, an act of “speaking out” on behalf of a silent image or “telling in full.”!”
In the 54t ¢. B.C. Hermogenes, an ancient Athenian philosopher and a close friend of

Socrates, explains in Progymnasmata, a collection of preliminary rhetorical exercises

17 See James Heffernan, Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashbery (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1993), 191.
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designed for young students of rhetoric, that ekphrasis “is descriptive speech ... vivid ...
and bringing what is being shown before the eyes.”!® Hermogenes then explains that
“[t]here are ecphrases of persons and actions and times and places and seasons and many
other things,” and that the two virtues of ekphrasis are “clarity (saphénia) and vividness
(enargeia); for the expression should almost create seeing through the hearing.”!? Or, as
Nicolaus the Sophist, the Christial philosopher of the fifth century, puts it, ekphrasis “tries
to make the hearers into spectators.”?’

Even though the original meaning of ekphrasis included descriptions of people,
battles, landscapes, etc., already in the third century A.D. the meaning of the term begins
to narrow as it is applied primarily to descriptions of works of visual art.?! In the more
recent history, the connection between ekphrasis and plastic arts becomes more and more
pronounced and at the same time disputed. The first recorded usage of the word
ekphrasis in English occurred in 1715 in the Oxford English Dictionary where it 1s defined as
“a plain declaration or interpretation of a thing.”?? In the twentieth century, the Oxford
Classical Dictionary made an attempt to narrow the meaning of the term by stating that
ekphrasis is “the rhetorical description of a work of art,”?? but Richard A. Lanham, in his
work titled A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms; A Guide for Students of English Literature (1968),

defines ekphrasis as “a self-contained description, often on a commonplace subject, which

18 George A. Kennedy, Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and Rhetoric (Atlanta:
Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 86.

19 Ibid.

20 Ibid., 166.

21 See Heffernan, Museum of Words, 191.

22 Qtd. in Hefternan, Museum of Words, 191.
23 Ibid.
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can be inserted at a fitting place in a discourse” thus breaking up the flow of a narrative
and disturbing its temporal structure.?*

In recent decades, the term ekphrasis has been both gaining popularity in literary
studies and at the same time resisting the continuing attempts at narrowing its
application. The “modern definition of ekphrasis,” as James A. Francis points out, is
restricted to “the literary description of a work of visual art.”?> Writing in 1955, Leo
Spitzer narrows the definition of ekphrasis to “the description of an objet d’art by the
medium of the word.”?¢ Murray Krieger, on the other hand, observed at the end of the
twentieth century that under Spitzer’s definition, ekphrasis “clearly presupposes that one
art, poetry, is defining its mission through its dependence on the mission of another art —
painting, sculpture, or others.”?” Krieger then attempts to expand the definition to its
original meaning in order to “trace the ekphrastic as it is seen occurring all along the
spectrum of spatial and visual emulation is words.”?® James Heffernan, in his turn,
believes that by elevating ekphrasis from the status of a classical genre to that of a literary
principle, Krieger runs the risk of stretching ekphrasis “to the breaking point.”?? Instead,

Heffernan insists that the term should be defined as “the verbal representation of visual

24 Richard A. Lanham, A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms; A Guide for Students of English Literature
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 39.

25 See James Francis, “Metal Maidens, Achilles’ Shield, and Pandora: The Beginnings of
‘Ekphrasis,”” American Journal of Philology 130, no. 1 (Spring 2009), 1-23.

26 Leo Spitzer, “The ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn,” or Content vs. Metagrammar,” Comparative Literature
7, no. 3 (Summer, 1955), 218.

27 Murray Krieger and Joan Krieger, Ekphrasis: The llusion of the Natural Sign (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1992), 6.

28 Ibid, 9.
29 Hefternan, Museum of Words, 2.
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representation.”?? Heffernan also limits it to descriptions of actual works of
representational art to the exclusion of “natural objects or artifacts.”3!

Liz James and Ruth Webb make another attempt of returning to the original
meaning of ekphrasis when they write:

The modern definition of ekphrasis as first and foremost a “description of

a work of art” ... has no foundation is classical rhetorical theory and is not

only inaccurate but misleading. In fact, works of art are not mentioned as

a subject until Nikolaus Rhetor in the fifth century and even then they

appear as an afterthought ... Ekphrasis was not a form of “art criticism”

intended to describe works of art in technical terms.3?

Thus, while Heffernan’s narrower definition strives for more technical precision, it
unnecessarily diminishes the number of literary works that can be considered ekphrastic,
which in its turn downplays the effect that an author may wish to produce on a reader by
including descriptive rhetoric in his work. Partially counter-balancing Heffernan’s act,
John Hollander introduces the term “notional ekphrasis” that denotes “the verbal
representation of a purely fictional work of art”33 or, in other words, of an image that has
not been actually created by an artist outside the context of a written narrative.
Nonetheless, Hollander’s notion excludes everything that is not a painting or a sculpture.

In his turn, Leonid Heller takes the matter a little farther and demonstrates that,

depending on the effect produced on the reader, one may talk of religious ekphrasis, as

30 Ibid., 3.
31 Ibid.

32 Liz James and Ruth Webb, ““T'o Understand Ultimate Things and Enter Secret Places’:
Ekphrasis and Art in Byzantium,” Ar¢t History 14, no. 1 (March 1991), 6.

33 John Hollander, The Gazer’s Spirit: Poems Speaking to Stlent Works of Art (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1995), 4.
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well as ekphrases of the philosophico-aesthetic, epistemological, semiotic, intertextual,
poetic, textual, or tropological kind, to name just a few.3*

All of these definitions assume that speaking or writing about a visual image is a
worthwhile exercise, and each of them at least to some extent engages with Horace’s
famous, albeit somewhat cryptic, maxim ut pictura poesis [as is painting, so is poetry]. Even
Gotthold Lessing, who in the eighteenth century set out of refute Horace’s assertion and
who argues that literary and plastic arts are not at all alike (for while the former 1s
temporal in essence, the latter is spatial), uses in his argument detailed descriptions of the
shield of Achilles, or creating more ekphrastic descriptions while analyzing one specific
ekphrasis — something that he does out of necessity, for how else would his readers know
which details of the shield he has in mind while arguing his various points?

While arguing for the superiority of literature as the kind of art that can convey a
whole spectrum of human emotions and that can show the development of events in time,
Lessing introduces the term a “pregnant moment” that serves as a redeeming feature of
visual art. It refers to the immediately pre-climactic moment when “[t|he more we see,

the more we must be able to imagine, and the more we imagine, the more we must think

3% See Leonid Heller, “Voskreshenie poniatiia, ili slovo of ekfrasise,” Ekfrasis v russkot literature: trudy
Lozannskogo simpoziuma (Moskva: MIK, 2002), 19. Heller defines religious ekphrasis as a
“Invitation/encouragement [mpuriameHnue-mooyxgeHne | towards a spiritual vision as a
higher form of perception of this realm and a perception of a higher realm” and explains that
religious ekphrasis is “a principle of sacralization of artistic elements” that serves as “a
guarantee of a holistic perception.” (Qtd. in N.E. Mednis, “‘Religioznyi Ekfrasis’ v Russko1
Literature,” Rritika ¢ semiotika, no. 10 (2006), 59). This may serve as a possible way of
overcoming the ideological conflict between word and a secular image. This way of writing
about visual images is especially fruitful in writing fiction, for it has little to do with religion
per se, focusing on the readers’ ability to not only see what is not obvious, but also to feel what
is not expressed. Nevertheless, it does not resolve the stailmate between the word and the
tconic image that, as we will see in the literary works examined later, resists being envoiced in
any way.
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we see.”3® By endowing his painting or sculpture with enough precision and expressivity,
the artist trusts that when the viewers properly see the “pregnant moment,” they will be
able to understand the events that take place immediately before and after it.

Although Lessing’s differentiation between the two sister arts may be problematic,
his term “pregnant moment” has been picked up by other critics. Wendy Steiner takes us
back to the problem of verbal description of visual images and states that ekphrasis in
literature is similar to Lessing’s concept of “pregnant moment” in visual art because it
constitutes that one specific instance in a literary narrative “in which a poem aspires to
the atemporal ‘eternity’ of the stopped-action painting, or laments its inability to achieve
it.”36 Heffernan, however, counters Steiner’s claim by stating that ekphrasis is “dynamic
and obstetric; it typically delivers from the pregnant moment of visual art its
embryonically narrative impulse, and thus makes explicit the story that visual art tells only
by implication.””?” Heffernan insists that ekphrasis “evokes the power of the silent image
even as it subjects that power to the rival authority of language,”?® which is why
iconophilia and iconophobia become inseparable from each other.

Despite the difference in opinions regarding what the word ekphrasis really means
and how this literary form functions, critics tend to view ekphrasis not only as a
convenient term for a verbal description, but as a concept that introduces intermediality

into literary discourse in a problematic way. Werner Wolf defines intermediality as “any

35 Gotthold Lessing, Laocoon, trans. by Ellen Frothingham (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1887), 17
and 92.

36 Wendy Steiner, Pictures of Romance: FormAagainst Context in Painting and Literature (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1988), 13-14.

37 Hefternan, Museum of Words, 5.
38 Ibid., 1.
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transgression of boundaries between conventionally distinct media of communication.”?
The problematic nature of such a transgression may not be unique to ekphrasis; yet the
two media that ekphrasis pits against each other — word and image — may find themselves
in an especially tumultuous relationship when the object of verbal representation is the
type of image that by its nature resists verbal explication and whose essence is believed to
open up to a viewer in the process of unmediated and silent contemplation. In other
words, the problem is compounded when the object of ekphrasis is a religious icon or an
iconic image that is similar in its meaning and function to a religious icon.

The sharp distinction between the temporal and the spatial aspects of a work,
whether literary or visual, has been formulated, reconsidered, but not rejected by modern
western scholars; however, this distinction would have to be reconsidered yet again in the
Russian context because Eastern Orthodox iconography uses the concepts of temporality
and spatiality in a unique way. Scenes depicted in religious icons are a priori atemporal,
or eternal. Such images cannot be taken in all at once because of the way they are
constructed (by means of reverse perspective, word captions, etc.), and the process of a
silent contemplation requires a beholder to spend time “reading” an image as it were,
while at the same time being “read” by the image and transformed by the encounter with
the spiritual realm and the personages that inhabit it.

Contrary to Lessing’s assertions that visual images are restricted to spatial

existence and narratives to temporal, iconic images transcend these boundaries

39 Werner Wolf, “Intermedial Iconicity in Fiction: Tema con Variazioni,” From Sign to Signing:
Iconicity in Language and Literature 3, ed. by Wolfgang G. Miiller and Olga Fischer (Amsterdam:
John Benjamins Pub., 2003), 339. For more on the notion of intermediality, see Erik Hedling
and Ulla Britta Lagerroth, Cultural Functions of Intermedial Exploration. (Amsterdam: Rodopi,
2002), 18, and Peter Wagner, Icons, Texts, Iconotexts: Essays on Ekphrasis and Intermediality (Berlin:
W. de Gruyter, 1996), 17-18.
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altogether. Furthermore, ancient rhetors in their iconic ekphrases essayed to verbally
produce the effect that was similar to that of the icons. The profound power that the
ancient ekphrases were credited with can be attributed to enargeia, the “specific hypostatic
act that distinguishes the exemplary image aesthetically.”*" Icons do not simply represent
an object visually, but possess the power to affect a viewer the same way that a personage
would. Cornelia Tsakiridou explains:

The adjective enarges means bright, shining, distinct, glistening, and with

regard to the fleeting quality of light, swift in motion ... Greek and Roman

writers used the term to describe the vivid, life-like appearance of a person,

object, or event in life, art or literature, and the impact of such a sight on

the viewer or listener. In the first centuries of the Christian era, and its

cognates were used extensively in rhetorical exercises associated with

ekphrases ... to describe the manner in which speech visually realizes its

object and it this respect resembles a painting.*!

Citing Hermogenes again, ekphrasis can now be defined as “a type of verbal
description that operates ‘enargos’ or brings intense visual experience to the listening
act.”*? The intensity of the experience is explained by the fact that verbal descriptions
can “bring things to sight as if they were present in their sensuous, living form in front of

the listener.”*3 Ekphrasis is, then, is the type of writing that is “capable of recreating the

actual presence of events and beings.”**

How does this multifaceted notion function both either as a literary principle or a

rhetorical device in the literary fiction that has been impacted by religious iconography?

40 Cornelia A. Tsakiridou, Icons in tume, persons in eternity: Orthodox theology and the aesthetics of the
Christian timage (Burlington, V'T': Ashgate, 2013), 49.

4 Tbid., 49.
42 Tbid.
43 Ibid.

# Ibid., 50. See also Andrew D. Walker, “Enargeia and the Spectator in Greek Historiography,”
in Transactions of the American Philological Association 123 (1993), 353-377.
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As Michel Quenot observes, “the icon 1s closely connected to the evolution of thought
patterns throughout the history of Christianity,”*> and in this regard Russia is no
exception. Yet would it be possible to formulate these thought patterns based on verbal
descriptions of literary icons?

In the Russian Orthodox Church a religious icon, a painted image of a venerated
saint, 1s a physical object that facilitates a religious experience. Since for most of its
history the vast majority of Russia’s population was illiterate, written scriptures were
impenetrable for ordinary parishioners and, at times, even to some priests.*® Unable to
read scripture, from the early days of Christianization of Rus’ in the tenth century and for
centuries onwards, the vast majority of the inhabitants of Russia received their knowledge
of the universe primarily through church liturgy (by hearing) and church iconography
(through vision).

Iconic images became especially prominent in this process because not only did
they serve as visual texts during church services, but they were present in people’s
everyday lives outside the confines of a church building: icons were portable and, as such,
more accessible.*” They, as Quenot notes, “provided spiritual orientation for Christian

life and prayer.”*® Visual images of sacred character by necessity became especially

45 Michel Quenot, The Icon: Window on the Kingdom (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
1991), 13.

46 According to B.V Sapunov, the size of literate population of Russia for persons nine years and
older at the end of the eighteenth century amounted to 3 to 7 percent (see Boris Mironov,
“The Develppment of Literacy in Russia and the USSR from the Tenth to the Twentieth
Centuries,” History of Education Quarterly 31, no. 2 (Summer 1991), 229-252).

47 Notably, it is the sight of Hagia Sophia and the obvious splendor of the church ritual that
impressed Prince Vladimir’s envoys to Constantinople and became instrumental (along with
other considerations) in his conversion to Christianity.

48 Quenot, 68.
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valuable means of transmitting the doctrine and building the faith of the largely illiterate
population.*?

By gradually overcoming the boundaries set by a religious ritual, the icon over
time in some sense helped to shape the Russian worldview. Beholding an icon became a
model of visual perception, a specific way of seeing the world and understanding human
relationships and life events. For this reason, it is the iconic image that would become an
indispensable tool for forming a person’s outlook on the world — what in German is called
Weltanschauung and in Russian mirovozzrenie. Interestingly enough, in this sense, the
Russian word betrays the presence of a visual dominant in the developing of one’s
understanding of and in the shaping of one’s attitude towards the outside world and life in
general: it 1s in the process of gazing upon the world [vozzret’ na mir], not reading or
talking about it, that an ideology, the characteristic “manner or the content of thinking”
of an individual or a group, is formed.>°

A religion forms a person’s mirovozzrenie not by merely setting out a catalogue of
expectations that govern one’s day-to-day existence and that direct a church ritual. It
does so by explaining the origin of mankind and by setting out the possible scenarios for
its future. Thus, when Richard Pipes states that for centuries, in the Russian mind the

concept of culture was identical with “religious belief, but especially religious rituals and

49 The imbalance between the amount of church preaching and secular education was so severe
that Vissarion Belinsky felt compelled to exclaim in his famous “Letter to N. Gogol” from July
3, 1947, “What [Russia] needs is not sermons (she has heard enough of them!) or prayers (she
has repeated them too often!), but the awakening in the people of a sense of their human
dignity lost for so many centuries amid the dirt and refuse.” Qtd. in Jeffrey Brooks, When
Russia Learned to Read: Literacy and Popular Literature, 1861-1917 (Princeton, N,J.: Princeton
University Press, 1985), xiii.

50 For more on the visual dominant [vizual’naia dominanta], see Ivan Esaulov, “Illiuzionizm 1
ikonichnost’ (k problem fluktuatsii ‘vizual’noi dominanty’ national’noi kul’tury v russkoi
slovesnosti XX veka),” Russian Literature 45, no. 1 (January 1999), 23-34.
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festivals,” he implies that, ultimately, it is religion that determined the peoples’
understanding of its past, present, and future. To facilitate that understanding, a very
specific kind of images was necessary, the one that, as Egon Sendler notes, “points to a
dimension which goes beyond the natural [and] pushes out toward the ineffable.”>! By
visually presenting to the people such “ascension toward the Beyond is a communion with
eternity,”>? Byzantine icons became the expression of the peoples’ understanding of time,
of space, and of human nature.

The very process of creation of icons intended for the use in a religious ritual was
from early on governed by a specific set of rules, and one’s familiarity with the context in
and for which an icon was created would determine the depth of one’s engagement with
it. By extension, in order to comprehend properly the verbal descriptions of iconic
images — ekphrases of icons — we must take into consideration the rules and the rituals
that are part of the environment in which those images are found. To put it another way,
to understand how ekphrasis functions in the literature that was produced by an Eastern
Orthodox culture, one ought to first consider the iconographic principles that were
developed within the artistic sphere of this culture.

In order to demonstrate the ascension to the Beyond, or in other words, to
transcend the limits of the natural world, a special kind of aesthetic stylization was
developed. It was designed to direct one’s attention away from the immediate physical
reality of one’s temporal existence and turn it towards the eternal realm and to its exalted

inhabitants: away from one’s carnal self and towards the spiritual reality. Everything,

51 Egon Sendler, The Icon, Image of the Invisible: Elements of Theology, Aesthetics, and Technique (Redondo
Beach, Calif: Oakwood Publications, 1988), 2.

52 Ibid.
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from the board on which the image was to be painted to the color scheme and
proportions was meant to convey a spiritual message. Although to an outsider icons may
appear to be “disembodied, stylized, idealized images,” the Byzantines saw them as “the
exact likeness of their models,” images that were “both the reproduction ... and
equivalent to ... the models.”>® Tsakiridou explains that

[w]hat appears abstract from a naturalistic standpoint is realistic by the

standards of an iconography that seeks a particular kind of transcendent

simplicity in form and composition. Icons are meant to recreate a spiritual

realm, to paint a world in which temporal beings live eschatological lives.>*

Here we must consider the concept of “likeness” and make an important
distinction between religious icons as a form of visual art on the one hand and visual and
linguistic icons on the other.”> According to Charles Sanders Peirce’s classification of
signs, an icon is “a sign that stands for something merely because it resembles it.”5¢ In
this case, “the dual relation between the sign and its object is degenerate,” for a mere
resemblance is the only thing that binds them together.>” The connection between the
iconic sign and the object of signification is in part conventional, in part naturally

motivated. Umberto Eco explains that some of the iconic signs “refer to an established

stylistic rule, while others appear to propose a new rule ... In other cases the constitution

93 Gilbert Dagron, “Holy Images and Likeness,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 45 (1991), 23.
5¢ Tsakiridou, 207.

5> Michel Quenot comments on the misleading nature of the term “icon” where religious images
are concerned.

56 Charles S. Peirce, Collected papers of Charles Sanders Peirce (Gambridge, Mass: Belknap Press, 1960),
3:211.

57 Ibid.
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of similitude, although ruled by operational conventions, seems to be more firmly linked
to the basic mechanisms of perception than to explicit cultural habits.”>®

In the linguistic sense, iconic signs are most often found in literary texts because,
as Max Nanny notes, “it 1s in the nature of literature to exploit all linguistic and, hence,
also all iconic possibilities for aesthetic purposes.”? Literature is responsible for “an
exceptional development of the iconic imitative resources of language.”®” Although
initially linguistic icons were associated for the most part with onomatopoeic words, the
sphere of literary iconicity has gradually expanded and began to include the overall
structure of a literary text (concrete poetry, for example) and such formal devices as
chiasmus, stanza-breaks, iteration, etc.®! Nénny also points out that “[i]conic functions of
textual elements ... are no more than latent possibilities. They will only appear if the
meaning of the textual passage is compatible with them.”5? Yet besides the requirement
for the form and the substance to be compatible, “iconicity exists only as it 1s
perceived,”®® which means that the reader must be aware of its existence and ready to
recognize it and to understand “the analogical structure behind the digital surface

form.”6%

38 Qtd. in Mitchell, Iconology 57. Orig. in Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1976).

59 Max Nénny, “Iconicity in Literature,” Word & Image 2, no. 3 (July — Sept. 1986), 199.

60 Qtd. in Nanny, 199. Orig. in Leech, G.N. and M.H. Short, Style in Fiction: A Linguistic
Introduction to English Fictional Prose (London: Longman, 1981), 234.

61 See Nédnny, 200-1.
62 Nanny, 199.

63 Ibid. See A.K. Zolkovskij, “How to Show Things with Words: On the Iconic Representation of
Themes by Expression Plane Means,” Poetics, 8 (1979), 410.

64 Nanny, 200. Also see Daniel Chandler, Semiotics: The Basics (London: Routledge, 2007).
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Visual icons also rely to a great extent on a viewer’s ability to recognize the sign’s
similarity to the object. Peirce brings in diagrams of geometry as examples of such signs
and stresses that “[1]cons are so completely substituted for their objects as hardly to be
distinguished from them.”%> He then leaps into the sphere of visual art and declares that

in contemplating a painting, there is a moment when we lose the

consciousness that it is not the thing, the distinction of the real and the

copy disappears, and it is for the moment a pure dream — not any

particular existence, and yet not general. At that moment we are

contemplating an icon.%

In other words, while contemplating an iconic sign, we visualize the idea
represented by that sign. The viewers still need to be aware of the presence of iconicity
for the latter to work: they know that the picture is a representation of something else.
Still, in the case of visual images the connection between the sign and the object is a little
more obvious because of the similarity of their outward features, the so-called natural
connection, than between a linguistinc sign and what it represents.

Contradicting Peirce, W .J.' T. Mitchell concludes that when it comes to iconology
and visual art, “[t]he problem with the notion of icon is not just that it embraces too
many sorts of things, but, more fundamentally, that the whole concept of ‘sign” drawn
from linguistics seems inappropriate to iconicity in general, and to pictorial symbols in
particular.”®7 This problem is exacerbated the instant an element of religious thought is
introduced into the equation.

Although, to some extent, the depth of beholders’ engagement with sacred images

1s determined by their familiarity with iconographic principles, that knowledge alone may

65 Peirce, 211.
66 Peirce, 211. Emphasis in the original.
67 Mitchell, Zconology, 58.
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be insufficient for the “communion with eternity” that Sendler speaks of. Quenot
explains that “[n]either purely aesthetic, nor purely spiritual, the beauty of the icon is
interior and has it origin in its archetype (model).”%® In other words, the aesthetic and the
spiritual aspects of the religious icon are augmented by the semiotic connection with the
sacred object depicted in it. One of the conditions for discovering the message of the icon
1s the ability to recognize “an interior light” contained within it: a beholder recognizes the
aesthetic value of an icon and sees the icon’s aesthetic elements as conduits for
transmitting a spiritual message.5?

When it comes to ekphrastic writing, it is the enargeia of the iconic image that must
be transmitted by verbal means. Tsakiridou explains enargeia 1s

that quality in the description of a thing or incident that creates the

impression of its actual presence and occurrence. It is readily perceptible

and coincides with the act of reading or performing a text. Images that

have enargeia behave as facts or realities rather than as the interior, mental

objects that they actually are.”®

In order to perceive enargeia and to discover “the very essence of the icon, wither
directly through an icon or by ekphrastic mediation,” some preparation is needed on the
part of person perceiving it. As Quenot explains it, the person ought to possess “an
interior light himself.””! In this regard, visual perception of images is believed to be more
effective. Expounding the statement in the Gospel of Luke that “the light of the body is

the eye” (Luke 11:34), Francoise Lucbert explains that “[t]he eye is the light of the body

because vision is a fragment of the divine light stolen from the gods by human beings

68 Quenot, 13.

69 Ihid.

70 Tsakiridou, 50.
71 Quenot, 13.
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before their fall on earth.”’? Similarly, Pavel Florenskii in his essay “Iconostasis™ (1922)
ponders the role of icons in the Russian Orthodox Church and in the process of acquiring
spiritual knowledge, and he concludes that at the very basis of the icon lies not one’s
carnal vision, but a spiritual experience [B OCHOBE MKOHBI JIEXHUT JyXOBHBIA OMbIT],’>
which is almost impossible to recreate through verbal expression. According to
Florenskii, one cannot rely on verbal description at all while trying to understand the
icon: “an abstract description is not enough for an iconic image, and therefore here too it
is essential to see something with one’s own spiritual eyes.”’*

Although, according to Peirce, a mere resemblance suffices for establishing iconic
relations between a linguistic or a visual sign and its object, something more is required of
a religious icon.”> On the one hand, religious icons are deliberately un-artistic and
therefore do not fall into the narrow category of “plastic arts” that is used by Krieger.”®
Despite the fact that in the common idiom religious icons have fallen into a broad
category of visual art, due to their spiritual purpose icons resist the definition of an art

object: “An art becomes sacred only when a spiritual outlook or vision becomes

72 Lucbert Francoise, “The Pen and the Eye: The Politics of the Gazing Body,” Vision and
Textuality, ed. by Stephen Melville and Bill Readings (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995),
251.

73 Pavel Florenskit, Sochineniia v chetyrekh tomakh (Moskva: Mysl’, 1994), 2:451.

7+ Ibid., 2:452. Emphasis in the original: “orBjie4eHHOro ONMKUCAHUS HENOCTATOYHO JJIA
HMKOHOIIMCHO-XYJOXCCTBCHHOIO 00pasa, ¥ IIOTOMY U 346Ch HCODXOIUMO HEUTO Gudems
cobcrBeHHbIME JtyxoBHBIME ItasaMu.” The ability to see spiritually (or with one’s own
spiritual eyes) is in detail discussed by St. Augustine (see Miles, “Vision”). Florenskii was
familiar with some of Augustine’s writing, and further investigation is needed in order to
determine the extent of Augustine’s influence on Florenskii’s understanding of Orthodox
iconography.

75 Egon Sendler points out the inadequacy of the expression “religious art” and suggests that the
term “theological art” should be used instead (See Sendler, The Icon, 2).

76 Also see Florenskii’s essay “Reverse Perspective” in Beyond Vision: Essays on the Perception of Art
(London: Reaktion, 2002), 197-272 [Florenskii, P. A. Sochineniia v chetyrekh tomakh (Moskva:
Mysl’, 1994), 2(1):46-98].
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manifestst in its forms, and when they in turn, convey an authentic reflection of the
spiritual world.””7

On the other hand, because of their liturgical function and the subjects of their
depiction, religious icons cannot be grouped with “natural objects or artifacts.” Michel
Quenot explains:

If art imparts to us a conception of the world, it is primarily a language

which is expressed visually. To comprehend it demands an understanding

of both its vocabulary and syntax. More than just a work of art, the icon

calls for an art form permitting the transition from the visible to the

mvisible. Its highly refined structures permit just that: to ignore them

would be to deprive oneself of the elements essential for reading the image.

To tully understand the icon, then, one must necessarily comprehend its

organic unity: artistic, spiritual, theological.”®

In his turn, Stanton explains that despite its resistance to being considered
representational, the icon is “as its etymology indicates, an image in the Neoplatonic
sense.””? The icon finds itself “in a complex spatial, perspectival, epistemological and
personal relationship to what lies beyond its palpable, sensible portion,”8? and what the
icon teaches is the following:

The ontological axiom of this literary imagination is that the cosmos

encompasses more than the created reality visible to the eye, audible to the

ear, and describable in human language.

Its epistemological axiom is that the transcendent dimension of the cosmos
1s knowable, though not by the senses of the created intelligence.

77 Quenot, 77. When speaking of iconography, the term “artistic” is especially ill-suited because
of its semantic connections with the notion of artistry and, most importantly, artificiality. For
more in-depth analyses of art, artistry, and artificiality see, for example, Leo Tolstoy’s essay
“What is Art?” (New York: Penguin, 1995), Viktor Shklovskii’s essay “Art as Technique” in
Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays, ed. by Lee T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 19653), John Dewey’s book At as experience New York: Minton,
Balch & Company, 1934), and Kendall L. Walton’s article “Categories of Art,” The
Philosophical Review 79, no. 3 (Jul., 1970), 334-367.

78 Quenot, 13.
79 Stanton, 30.
80 Ibid.
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Its communicative axiom is that valued discourse requires a context into
which are figured both the personal probity of the visionary and the
general agreement by all parties in discourse that understanding requires a
wholistic [sic.] union of body, mind, and spirit (which union is
conventionally signaled by the term ‘heart’).8!

What makes the iconic image different from other kinds of drawn or painted
images [uBomucs], is that it never sets mimesis as its objective. It is neither a
photograph of nor a mirror to reality. If a simile is required, then the icon is more like a
window into the higher realm in which exalted personages dwell: “[t]he raison d’étre of
icons is to serve God as well as humanity. The icon is a window through which the
People of God, the Church, can contemplate the Kingdom.”82 Moreover, as Konstantin
Barsht sums it up, the Orthodox icon is “a window on to Truth, which guarantees Good
and the path to which is Beauty.”#

The window-like qualities of the icon appear to resolve the problem that W .J. T.
Mitchell sees in the contemporary study of images. He writes:

images are now regarded as the sort of sign that presents a deceptive

appearance of naturalness and transparence concealing an opaque,

distorting, arbitrary, mechanism of representation, a process of ideological

mystification.?*

Instead, Mitchell writes, these images should be “providing a transparent

window on the world.”® Incidentally, providing a transparent window onto a

world 1s precisely the role of the religious icon. Yet the difficulty in understanding

81 Ibid. My emphasis.
82 From a lecture given by Ms. Fortunatova-Theokretov, qtd. in Quenot, 70.

83 Konstantin, Barsht, “Defining the Face: Observations on Dostoevskii’s creative processes,”
Russian Literature, Modernism, and the Visual Arts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000),
27.

84 Mitchell, Zconology, 8.
85> Mitchell, Zconology, 8.
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the icon lies in the fact that it depicts not the tangible, material kind of our
everyday existence, but the spiritual reality that is accessible to believers.

Another important issue in this discussion is the way the icon treats time and
space. The “Beyond” that it depicts is, clearly, not the material reality in which most
ordinary humans find themselves at the present. Cornelia Tsakiridou explains the
temporal and spatial elements of the icon by saying that it is “a type of Orthodox image
that embodies and realizes deified existence aesthetically. Images of this type bring what
they present to a state of temporal realization, as if in showing it they are bringing it into
existence and keeping it alive and present in time.”®¢ Thus, the beholder understands that,
although the realization is temporal, the object and the “deified existence” that it
represents are eternal.

Moreover, tapping into the beholder’s own spiritual faculties, the key function of
the iconic image is not so much to represent as to remind the believer of the originals. As
Pavel Florenskii explains, citing Church Fathers, the icon is not a straightforward
(mimetic) depiction, but a reminder of the depicted saint [Hamomunanue o
nepsoobpasax].t’” Clemena Antonova does note that “the importance of the icon for
Florenskii lies exactly in its ability to provide a model of vision at a higher level of

existence”’®8; yet Florenskii is not alone in taking this approach to the icon. Echoing him

86 Tsakiridou, 4. My emphasis.

87 Florenskii, 2:448. Florenskii refers here to St. John of Damascus, St. Nikephoros of
Constantinople, and Theodore the Studite.

88 Clemena Antonova, “Visuality among Cubism, Iconography, and Theosophy: Pavel
Florenskii’s Theory of Iconic Space,” Journal of Icon Studies (February 2012), 1.
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in the twenty-first century, Oleg Bychkov stresses that as a crucial part of Orthodox
worship, “the icon is the only way we can ‘se¢’ the divine.””8?

Thus, the icon facilitates a form of communication that, to an Orthodox believer,
1s not possible in any other way but through a spiritual experience. While, clearly, the
icon 1s a physical object made of wood and paint, the special way in which the image 1s
produced by using these materials allows the beholder to see beyond the lines and the
colors on a flat surface. These “disembodied, stylized, idealized images” as Dagron calls
them are only a means towards a true vision.

Pavel Florenskii, for example, thus explains the act (or the experience) of looking
at an icon of Bogoroditsa:

Here, I look at an icon and say to myself, “7hus — s She Herself,” not a
depiction of her, but She Herself who, through a medium, with the help of
iconographic art, is contemplated. As if through a window, I see the
Mother of the Lord Herself, and pray to Her, face to face, and not at all to
the picture. And there is not picture in my mind at all: there is a board
with paint, and then there is the Mother of the Lord Herself. A window is
a window, and the board of an icon is a board, paints, and oil varnish ...
An iconographer ... drew up a veil, and She, Who is behind the veil,
stands as objective reality not only to me, but equally to him, and by him
she is found but not created.

Ce — Cama Ona — ve mzobpaxenue Ee, a Ona Cama, uepes rmocpepctso,
[IPH IOMOILM MKOHOIIMCHOTO UCKYyCCTBA cosepuaemasi. Kax upes okno,
Buxy 1 boromareps, Camyto boromareps, u Eit Camornt mosttocs, jiuiom x
JIMLY, HU HUKAK He u300paxenuto. Jla B MoeM CO3HaHMM U HET HUKAKOTO
M300paXeHUs: eCTh Jocka ¢ kpackamu, u ects Cama Mareps 'ocrioga.
OxHO ecTh OKHO, ¥ JJOCKA UKOHB1 — JIOCKA, Kpacku, oyrda. A 3a OKHOM
cosepuaercs Cama boxus Mareps; a 3a okaoMm — Bugerue [Ipeuncrort.
HNxononucern mokasan mue K€, ma; HOo He cosma: oH oTBep3 3aBecy, a Ta,
Kro 3a 3aBecort, — mpeicTouT 00BEKTUBHOIO PEAIEHOCTBIO HE TOJIBKO
MHE, HO PABHO — M €My, UM 0bpeTaercs, HO He counHsiercst um.

89 Oleg Bychkov, “Image and Meaning: Iconicity in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition,” /mage
Meakers and Images Breakers, ed. by J.A. Harris (New York: Legas Press, 2003), 86. My
emphasis.

9 Florenskii, 2:447. Emphasis in the original. My translation.
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Thus, the religious icon is not a picture in the most ordinary sense of the word, it
1s not even the visual icon that Peirce speaks of. It does not merely represent an object (be
it animate or inanimate), but allows the beholder to see the saints and, which is extremely
important, to be seen by them aswell. It is “a locus of encounter with holy persons and
realities, and an affirmation of their continuing presence in the life of the faithful.”!
Incidentally, Tsakiridou observes, the latter point is “standard in most ekphrasers and
epigrams”™? in the ancient world; however, as we will see in the subsequent chapters, this
1s the property that is lost in the descriptions produced by the male characters.

So, on the one hand, we have Heffernan’s definition of ekphrasis as a genre that
“explicitly represents representation itself” and an adamant assertion that [w]hat
ekphrasis represents in words ... must itself be representational.”®3 On the other, we
have the view of the icon as not a representation, but a window onto exalted saints
dwelling in a spiritual realm. Is it possible to truly reconcile these terms and speak of
religious ekphrases that, by attempting to convey the enargeia of the image, can recreate
the enlightening (or revelatory) experience of the icon?

The 1dea of encounter with holy persons makes the icon a saving aperture. The
icon “does not exist by itself,” for it is “a means to lead [a beholder] to others: to Christ,
the Trinity, the Theotokos and the Saints. For the Orthodox, the icon is a true
sacramental of a personal presence.”®* This presence is experienced spiritually and, to a

large extent, through silent contemplation. The gendered conflict between the word and

91 Tsakiridou, 209.

92 Thid.

93 Hefternan, Museum of Words, 4.

94 Quenot, 79. Emphasis in the original.
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the image 1is not resolved, but exacerbated by “the silence of the frescoes and icons” that
is a crucial element of the icon.? This silence, however, is informative. Tsakiridou
writes:

When in a picture we meet figures which stand in contained rupture,

which speak through their silence, or move toward the viewer as if to open

themselves to view (and yet not completely), we know right away that we

are in the presence of something that commands its own reality. In that

moment, it is hard to speak of an aesthetic of absence or similitude. It

makes little sense to interpret or analyze the image because it speaks for
itself.96

If the image speaks for itself, then, logically, ekphrasis — the words produced by a
viewer on behalf of an image — is superfluous and, in severe cases, misleading. Heffernan
writes that “[e]kphrasis speaks not only about works of art but also t0 and for them.”"’ He
then surmises that

In so doing, it [ekphrasis] stages — within the theater of language itself — a

revolution of the image against the word, and particularly the word of

Lessing, who decreed that the duty of pictures was to be silent and

beautiful (like women), leaving expression to poetry. In talking back to and

looking back at the male viewer, the images envoiced by ekphrasis

challenge at once the controlling authority of the male gaze and the power

of the male word.”®

Thus, if we are to agree with Heffernan, images acquire their voice through
ekphrasis and at the same time overpower the speaker’s own authorial voice. Indeed, this

is what we would see under ideal conditions, in ekphrasis “done right.” However,

another scenario is also possible — the speaker’s authorial voice misrepresenting the image

9 Quenot, 47. Quenot also notes that sensual and carnal elements, such as colors in paintings and
sounds of music during church worship, prevalent in the Gatholic West, are foreign to the
icon.

96 Tsakiridou, 5.
97 Hefternan, Museum of Words, 7. My emphasis.
98 Ibid., 7.
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and expressing his own view of it and, in effect, telling (incorrectly) the image what it
represents.

Krieger explains, contradicting Heffernan and referring us back to Peirce, that the
ekphrastic impulse finds it source “in the semiotic desire for the natural sign, the desire,
that 1s, to have the world captured in the word, the word that belongs to it, or, better yet,
the word to which # belongs.” The problematic nature of this logocentric desire, or the
desire “to see the world in the word,”!% is compounded, in the context of Russian
culture, by the fact that the icon, albeit silently, nonetheless addresses and edifies the
beholder or, in other words, has its own authority. In order to truly comprehend the
icon, the beholder must refrain from speaking on its behalf, thus resisting the urge to
impose his own understanding onto the image.

Although ancient ekphrases of icons did strive to convey the enargeia of the sacred
image and despite the fact that Hermogenes defined ekphrasis as “a type of verbal
description that operates ‘enargos’ or brings intense visual experience to the listening
act,”!%" we may conclude from Tsakiridou’s, Quenot’s, and Florenskii’s observations that
one’s direct experience of the icon is infinitely more effective and enlightening because it
is more direct and real than any other experience that may be facilitated by hearing or
reading a verbal description of the same image. The silence of the icon, which is its
inherent element, stands in opposition to the very nature and mission of ekphrasis,
whether the latter is considered as a trope or a literary principle, whether the speaker

expresses his own view or attempts to envoice the image.

99 Krieger, 11.

100 Ihid. Krieger also notes here that the crucial role in formulating this logocentric desire belongs
to Jacques Derrida.

101 T'sakiridou, 49.
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Krieger insists that “besides representational friction and the turning of fixed
forms into narrative, ekphrasis entails prosopopoeia, or the envoicing a silent object,”!92
but the big question that begs to be asked is whether the silent object has the need to be
envoiced in order to be properly understood. And even if it does, is there any way of
knowing that what the speaker says on behalf of the image 1s accurate?

In this regard, when considered in the Orthodox context, the ekphrastic drive to
“speak out” on behalf of a silent image or to “tell in full” is extremely problematic.
Ekphrasis, by its very nature, implies that the narrative impulse is necessarily present in
visual art and that this impulse must be heeded. Whether by describing the image to
another party or by attempting to speak on behalf of the depicted personage in a
soliloquy, the speaker inevitably runs the risk of imposing his own authority onto the
object of depiction. When in the process of “telling in full” he projects his own
thoughts/wishes/desires onto the image, the power struggle between word and image
spills onto the pages of a fictional narrative. In this regard, when used in the context of
Russian literature, Heffernan’s formulation of the gendered antagonism and his use of the
terms “iconophilia” and “iconophobia” are more astute than perhaps he himself realizes.
As it has been mentioned before, in the linguistic (and the most commonly used) sense, an
icon is “a sign that stands for something merely because it resembles it.”19% Peirce further
emphasizes that “[1]cons are so completely substituted for their objects as hardly to be

distinguished from them.”1%* Yet in the religious sense, iconic images are not mere

102 Heffernan, Museum of Words, 6.
103 Peirce, 211.

104 Thid.
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pictures that resemble — however closely — the original. They are a means for a believer
to see the exalted individual directly; they function as a window, not as a photograph.

Aside from the rhetorical goals of ekphrasis and the spiritual function of icons, it 1s
imperative to consider the possible objects of iconic representation. In the Orthodox
church, icons often depict Christ himself and his exalted saints. Yet the scope of iconic
depiction is much wider. For the purpose of this dissertation, I will not limit the use of the
term ekphrasis only to descriptions of secular paintings or painted icons, neither will I
limit it to compact narrative segments that can be inserted into a literary text without
disturbing its structure. In keeping with its original meaning, I will consider ekphrasis as
a verbal description of a visual image — any image. Such an expansion is made necessary
by the fact that in Byzantine theology in general, and in the Russian Orthodox iteration
of it in particular, iconic images are not limited to manmade pictures. In the words of
Valerii Lepakhin,

When considering Byzantine theology, even of the earliest period, one

cannot fail to observe that the word ‘icon’ was used by theologians in a

much broader sense than is the custom today. These early theologians

called the entire cosmos God’s icon — it was God’s creation. During the

celebration of the liturgy the Bishop or Priest was referred to as Christ’s

icon. The Gospels too were referred to as an icon; the Gospels

represented the icon of Christ in written form ... Therefore icons were not

just visual or decorative; they were also verbal and of a literary nature.”!0
Such a wide application of the notion of icon survived well into the twentieth century. As
St. Iustin Popovi¢, an Eastern Orthodox theologian, explains: “Earth 1s nothing else but

the most beautiful iconostasis of God. This world, all of these worlds, this Universe, all of

these countless universes are a magnificent temple of God, and the people are an

105 Valerii Lepakhin, “Basic Types of Correlation between Text and Icon, Between Verbal and
Visual Icons,” Literature & Theology 20, no. 1 (March 2006), 20.
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iconostasis of this temple.”!% Popovi¢’s statement is hardly revolutionary, for it refers us
directly to the book of Genesis where the creation of the entire humankind was started
with the words: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.”!%7 On the other
hand, Tsakiridou reminds us that painted icons “also invite a comparison to persons
because like human beings they are capable of self-presentation and enunciation.”!08
While descriptions of painted iconic images deserve a special attention because it
1s here that the competition between the word and the image is most apparent, a
consideration of descriptions of human characters that act icon-like within a narrative can
be especially fruitful in developing an understanding of the ideological conflict that
underpins the narrative. For this reason, iconic likeness is the phenomenon in the
Russian literature that naturally expands the notion of ekphrasis to include all
descriptions: those of recognized saints, of living sinners, and of the literary characters

that struggle with their contradictory desires and traits.

In the four prose works that I will consider in the chapters that follow the
logocentric impulse 1s juxtaposed to iconic reticence. Painted icons and silent icon-like
characters, in effect, offer an alternative way of receiving knowledge about the world.
Russian visuality is closely linked to Russia’s religious tradition, and from the early days of
Kievan Rus’ until the late 19t c. this trait expressed itself in a specific form — iconicity.
Valerii Lepakhin offers a narrow definition of iconicity as an “ontological, antinomous

unity of phenomena belonging to the divine and the created world, due to which the

106 Qtd. in V.V. Lepakhin, “Chelovek — ikona Bozhiia.”
107 Gen. 1:26.
108 T'sakiridou, 4.
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invisible becomes visible, and the human connects with the divine.” [orTOMIOrHUECKOE,
AHTMHOMHYHOE €JUHCTBO SIBJICHUH BOXEeCTBEHHOIO M TBAPHOrO MUpa, OJ1aromapsi
KOTOpOMy HCBUIUMOC CTAHOBHUTCA BUIVMBIM, d UEJIOBCUCCKOC HpI/IqaCTHblM
boxecrennomy.|!%? While iconicity is the ability of an image to represent a spiritual
object, I call a literary character’s ability to perceive this quality in an image and to gain
access to the spiritual reality that the image represents “iconic vision.”

Iconic vision should not be confused with the kind of recognition that is facilitated
by mimetic representation. Norman Bryson argues that because a painting “is an art in
constant touch with signifying forces outside it,”!? it turns a viewer not merely into a
reader of an image, but into a historically constructed interpreter of it. When an artist’s
goal 1s mimesis, a viewer’s task 1s limited to perceptualism, or recognition of three-
dimensional objects of material reality that are depicted two-dimensionally. Religious
iconic art, however, widely uses the method of reverse perspective in order to eschew
mimesis, thus deliberately minimizing the temptation to stop one’s experience of an
image at the superficial level of formal recognition. It strives to express spiritual values
and to foster in the beholders not perceptualism, but the type of vision that allows one to
see what 1s deliberately unstated and to be spiritually changed in the process. This
ontological paradox can be surmounted only through careful attempts to look past the

outward appearance and into the spiritual essence of what is represented.

109 Qtd. in Esaulov, “Illuzionizm 1 ikonichnost,” 33. Orig. in V. Lepahkin, “Letopis’ kak ikona
vsemirnoi istorii (po ‘Povesti vremennykh let’),” Vestnik russkogo khristianskogo dvizheniia 171), 30-
42.

110 Qtd. in Heffernan, Cultivating Picturacy, 1.
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The notion of iconic vision is also different from the term “picturacy” that James
Heffernan offers in reference to “an ability to interpret pictures.”!!'! Heffernan writes that
“[w]hile semiotics gives us a powerful alternative to the notions that pictures are windows
on reality, picturacy ... entails the capacity to see that pictures may resist decoding quite
as much as they invite it.”!? Icons, the windows that they are, do not call for an ability to
either interpret or to decode a visual sign, but for a willingness on the beholder’s part to
be transformed by the visual experience.

The concept of iconic vision not only applies to real-life encounters of icons, but
also features in literature as a character’s ability to see beyond the immediate physical
reality that he finds himself in. As will be shown in the subsequent chapters, a literary
character’s ability to see an image iconically (whether a picture or a person) and
understand what the image tells him instead of insisting on his own interpretation of the
image often serves as a predictor of his ability to function within the society that he finds
himself in.

Within the works that will be discussed in the chapters that follow, the
juxtaposition of the word and the image allows authors to not only examine a conflict
between men and women, but also to consider the ideological conflict between Western

rationalism and Eastern spirituality.''® On the one hand, the logocentric impulse is

11 Hefternan, Cultivating picturacy, 1.
112 Ibid., 7.

113 Many discussions of the contrast between western vs. eastern and rationlist vs. spiritual
tendencies in the Russian context succumb to the temptation of trying to outline the “proper”
way of development for Russia. Starting with Metropolitan Hilarion’s “Sermon on Law and
Grace” (1037-1051), continued in the correspondence between Ivan the Terrible (1530-84)
and his political opponent Andrei Kurbsky (1528-83), into the eighteenth century and the
reign on Peter the Great and Katherine the Great, all throughout the nineteenth century with
its Slavophiles and Westernizers, into the twentieth century with Nikolai Berdiaev (1874 —
1948) and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (1918 — 2008), and until the present day, the debates have



Jordan 36

associated with the desire to reason, to explain, and to understand the events of life and to
dispense with its mysteries. On the other, the apophatic and kenotic traditions of the
Russian Orthodox Church insist on preserving the element of mystery in one’s experience
of reality and run contrary to the rationalist impulse. When examining the word-image

conflict within Russian literature, it is worthwhile to keep the following questions in mind:

1. How does ekphrasis of the icon function in a specific literary text?

2. How does the author represent an iconic heroine?

3. How does the need for verbal expression in a literary work affect the
narrator’s ability to account for his experience with an iconic heroine?

4. How do male characters and/or narrators overcome the tension between
iconophilia and iconophobia in relation to a silent heroine?

5. How do the iconographic principles and ekphrastic practices shape the
flow of the narrative and define the relationships between literary

characters?

Each of the literary works that are analyzed in this dissertation considers these
questions under a slightly different angle. In Alexander Pushkin’s short prose work “The
Stationmaster” (1830), the narrator presents a story of one family in which the father
struggles to understand the motives that lead his daughter to elope with an officer and,
after being found in St. Petersburg, to refuse to return to her old home. Only the third-

person narrator, the father, and the officer are given voice in this story. The heroine,

been heated and, predictably, somewhat fruitless. See, for example, Nicholas Riasanovsky,
Russia and the West in the teaching of the Slavophiles; a study of romantic ideology (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1952), Boris Groys, “Russia and the West: The Quest for Russian National
Identity,” Studies in Soviet Thought 43, no. 3 (May, 1992), 185-198, and Robin Aizlewood,
“Revisiting Russian Identity in Russian Thought: From Chaadaev to the Early Twentieth
Century,” The Slavonic and East European Review 78, no. 1 (Jan., 2000), 20-43.



Jordan 37

despite her alledged gregariousness, is given no opportunity for direct discourse on the
pages of the story. The stationmaster who relates his sad tale to the narrator attempts to
fit his daughter’s decisions into the formula that is prescribed by a set of German pictures
that hang on a wall in the post station. The heroine’s behavior, however, is utterly
incomprehensible to the father, and neither he in his conversation with the narrator, nor
the sentimental narrator himself can confidently say whether it is the heroine that fails to
adhere to the earlier artistic model or it is the model that proves to be inadequate when
the heroine is faced with life-altering decisions.

In “The Meek One” (1876), Fyodor Dostoevsky presents to the readers a study of
one man’s desperate attempts to make sense of his wife’s suicide. The narrator gives an
account of the few months of his life during which he meets, courts, and marries a young
girl. He yearns for someone to respect and admire him, and even though his wife is
apparently ready to show him the deference that he could count on in marriage, he wants
to make sure that her magnanimity towards him is deep and genuine. His mistreatment
of the heroine and her own attempts to make sense of her position in his home, of both
his visible disdain and his hidden admiration for her drive her to suicide. Yet her icon-
like presence in his life had the potential of transforming him from a self-centered
misanthrope into a devoted husband, which the hero appears never to realize.

In the novel Shooting Stars (1899), Dmitrii Mamin-Sibiriak introduces a male
character who believes that the beauty of human form is a reflection of beauty of a
human spirit. The novel’s protagonist is a middle-aged Russian sculptor who falls in love
with a mute English girl of unusual beauty. The author gives very little information by
way of ekphrasis, yet the hero’s desire to experience spiritual transformation that the

presence of the mute beauty can produce is one of the central themes of the novel.
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Finally, in Vniamin Kaverin’s novel Artust Unknown (1831), the eponymous artist
attempts to prove that honesty and nobility of character are the traits essential for the
building of a better society. His wife, like Dostoevsky’s the meek woman, commits a
suicide because she cannot live a lie, and his son 1s adopted by the artist’s antagonist. Yet
unlike the narrator in Dostoevsky’s tale, the artist is able to achieve the degree of
selflessness that allows him to create the honest art that he has been talking about for the
duration of the novel.

These four very different narratives establish that there are three possible
outcomes of the gendered conflict between iconophilia and iconophobia. The first is a
triumph of the silent image (or the failure of ekphrastic exercise). In his writing, St.
Augustine differentiates between a “glimpse” and a “gaze” as different types of seeing that
connect one with the divine and that one’s vision has the power of two-way connection
between the person and the object of seeing.!'* For this reason, the beholder succumbs
to the transformative power of the image and, in return, gains a greater and a clearer
understanding of both what is seen and what is unseen.

Fyodor Dostoevsky considers the problem of this type of visual interaction. He
writes that although in secular visual art precision (mimesis) is necessary, it alone is not
enough, and even when it comes to secular painting (not the icon), the viewer “has the
right to demand that [the artist] should see nature not the way a photographic lens sees it,
but as a human being” [3puress 1 Brpase TpeboBaTh OT HErO, UTOOB1 OH 6Udesl TIPUPOIY

HE Tak, Kak BUIuT e¢ gororpaduueckuit oobekTus, a kak yesosek].!!> He insists that a

114 See Margaret Miles, “Vision: The Eye of the Body and the Eye of the Mind in Saint
Augustine’s De trinitate and Confessions,” The Journal of Religion 63, no. 2 (April 1983), 136. Also,
Dagron’s paper “Holy Images and Likeness.”

115 Dostoevskii, PSS, 19:154. My translation.
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faithful representation of the outward appearance is insufficient and he reminds his
readers that “[i]n the olden times, people would say that he must look with the eyes of the
flesh and, on top of that, with the eyes of the soul, or with the spiritual eyes.” [cMoTpeTs
[JIA3aMH TEJICCHBIMH U, CBEPX TOTO, [JIA3aMU JYIIN, JIA OKOM JyXOBHBIM. |10

Vyacheslav Ivanov also writes that Dostoevsky coined a term proniknovenie to talk
about the kind of “intuitive seeing through” or “spiritual penetration” that the more
sensitive characters engage in.!'!” Ivanov explains that proniknovenie is a state of mind that
allows a subject to transcend himself and to recognize another person’s existence (Ego) as
not merely an object of his thought, but as another subject that exists independently of his
perception.!!® He explains:

The spiritual penetration finds its expression in the unconditional
acceptance with our full will and thought of the other-existence —in “Thou
art.” If this acceptance of the other-existence is complete; if, with and in
this acceptance, the whole substance of my own existence is rendered null
and void ... then the other-existence ceases to be an alien “Thou”; instead,
the “Thou’ becomes another description of my “Ego.” “Thou art” then
no longer means “T'hou art recognized by me as existing,” but “I
experience thy existence as my own, and in thy existence I again find
myself existing. Es, ergo sum.

CHMBOJI TAKOTO IPOHUKHOBEHUS 3AKII0YACTCS B AOCOIIOTHOM
YTBEPXICHHUH, BCCIO BOJICIO U BCEM PA3YMEHUEM, Uy>KOrO ObITHA: “Thl
ecn.” 1Ipum ycjioBum 9TOM IOJIHOTBI YTBEPXK ACHUS UYXOTO OBITHS,
[IOJIHOTBI, KaK Obl HCUEPIIBIBAIOLICH BCE CONEPXKAHUE MOCTO
COOCTBEHHOIO ObITHA, Uy>KO€ ObITHE IIEPECTACT ObITD IJI MEHS Uy>XUM,
“TB1” CTAHOBUTCA JJI MEHA IPYruM ob0o3HaUeHHEM MOero cyobekra. “I'bl
ecr’’ - 3HAUXT HE “Thl IO3HACIILCS MHOO, KaK CYIIHN , a “TBOe OblTHE
[IEPEXUBACTCS MHOIO, KaK MOe,” HJIM: ‘‘TBOMM OBITHEM S IO3HAIO Cebs
cymwmm.” Es, ergo sum. 19

116 Thid.

117 Tvanov, 26.

118 See Ivanov, Freedom and the Tragic Life, 26 [Borozdy @ mezhy 34].
119 Ivanov, Freedom and the Tragic Life, 27 [Borozdy ¢ mezhy 34].
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Caryl Emerson points out that Ivanov’s discussion of Dostoevsky’s concept of
proniknovenie was instrumental in Mikhail Bakhtin’s formulating the idea of “penetrative
word,” which is the type of discourse that allows one character within a narrative to
interfere with another character’s interior dialogue and to respond to the thoughts that
were not verbalized by the interlocutor.!?Y While Bakhtin’s idea is very interesting and
certainly opens up an important dimension of Dostoevsky’s work, his focus on one’s
verbal expression of another’s unstated thoughts tends to downplay the visual and often
completely silent aspect of communication and camouflages the conflict between
ekphrasis and iconic representation. Very few of Dostoevsky’s characters show the ability
to penetrate spiritually, prontknut’, into another character’s inner world. Nonetheless,
Dostoevsky’s depiction of failure to do so only strengthens his point.

Another possible outcome of the conflict between the word and the image is for
speech to overcome its limitations and, by conveying the enargeia of the image, to
successfully imitate the effect that is usually produced by the icon. This type of
interaction is not seen in the works that I analyze here; however, a fruitful discussion may
ensue when one attempts to examine the effect that a literary work produces on the
reader, especially when comparing printed and film versions of the same works. Such
metaliterary analysis can open up an insight into the iconic role of literature.

The third possible outcome of the gendered antagonism is a stalemate, or no
outcome at all. When two parties continue to speak different languages, or, to be more
precise, when one continues to speak on his own and on another’s behalf while the other

continues in silence, a total cognitive and psychological impasse ensues. Pushkin’s story

120 See Svetlana Slavkskaya Grenier, Representing the Marginal Woman in Nineteenth-Century Russian
Literature: Personalism, Feminism, and Polyphony (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2001), 6.
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“The Stationmaster” gives us an example of a narative that falls into this category. In this
story, the protagonist’s worldview is shaped by (or reflected in) the “German pictures”
that hang on a wall in his house. These are drawings of the religious kind, but not icons,
and the stationmaster appears unable to exercise any kind of spiritual penetration despite
the numerous textual clues indicating to the readers that it is his gregariousness that
causes his blindness. The pathos of the stationmaster’s failure to see clearly increases
towards the end of the story when the reader finds out the outcome of the heroine’s
actions: she possesses the resolve that is necessary for social mobility, yet her strength
remains hidden behind her silence and 1s impenetrable to her father. The conflict is
unresolved, because the heroine and the protagonist lose their last chance to
communicate due to the stationmaster’s death.

The ideological impasse is also the outcome we witness in Dostoevsky’s story “The
Meek One.” Here the narrator’s logocentric desire to define the heroine 1s balanced by
the silent treatment that he gives her. Finally, he makes a desperate and ineffectual
attempt to treat her as an iconic figure to which he would literally pray. The silent
heroine becomes more icon-like as the narrative progresses, reaching her apogee at the
end of the novella; yet, again, she and the narrator miss their chance to reach a full
spiritual understanding.

In Mamin-Sibiriak’s novel Shooting Stars the protagonist creates the “wrong” kind
of art. He is a sculptor whose skill, acquired in Europe, allows him to render a perfect
outward shell, but he is incapable of conveying the spiritual substance of his objects. His
is going through a midlife crisis, and the feeling of aimlessness that he struggles with is
only aggravated when his friend accuses him of shallowness in artistic creation and when

he fails to execute his own latest idea for a sculpture. The protagonist first obsesses with
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aesthetics, then feels despair, and then gives up and retreats to a quiet life of a landowner.
Mamin-Sibiriak shows that female muteness and an air of mystery are not sufficient to
produce the effect of iconicity; nevertheless, he makes the value of iconic perception — the
ability to see beyond the surface — apparent in the narrative.

Finally, in Kaverin’s novel Artist Unknown the protagonist performs a painful
kenotic act of turning away from everything he has hoped to retain — his wife, his son, his
disciples — and obtains the vision that he needs to create his masterpiece. He himself
becomes completely silent in the process, until finally his artistic authority completely
dissolves and only his last painting remains as a testament of his extraordinary vision.

Here too iconic silence overpowers logocentric desire in a profound way.
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Chapter One

Pushkin, “The Stationmaster”:
A Story of a Misguided Glance

CMb1cs1 U1y IHOM IIPUTYH KAK PA3 HE B
MOXOXJCHUAX MJIQJIIIETO ChIHA, A B CJIETIOTE
CTap1cro - To €CThb, I10 3CMHbIM ITIOHATUAM, B
CJIETIOTE OTIIA. ..

5

Aros Kpomos, “K Esanzenuro’

While Alexander Pushkin’s status of the greatest Russian poet in the history of
Russian literature is hardly disputable, what is also noteworthy is that besides being an
excellent writer, Pushkin was also a talented artist and an art connoisseur.! Although
Pushkin never set foot outside of Russia, he was very familiar with Western European art,
and to this day among the Russian classical writers Pushkin is considered “unique

precisely for his European outlook.”? His younger contemporary, Ksenofont Polevoi,

I'In his “Pushkin Speech,” Fyodor Dostoevsky famously declared, citing another Russian classic,
Nikolai Gogol: “Pushkin is an extraordinary phenomenon and, perhaps, the only incarnation
of the Russian spirit, said Gogol. I will add from myself: and a prophetic one. Yes, in his
arrival there lies for all of us, Russians, something indisputably prophetic.” [“Ilymknn ectn
SIBJICHHE UPE3BBIUAMHOE M, MOXET ObITh, €JMHCTBEHHOE SIBJICHUE PYCCKOTO Jiyxa,” - CKasas
T'orons. Ilpubasiio or ceds: u mpopoueckoe. Jla, B OSABIEHUN €10 3aKJIIOUAETCA JJIA BCEX
Hac, pyccKux, Heuro Geccriopro npopoueckoe.| (Dost. 26:136). For other evaluations of
Puskin’s cignificance in the Russian culture, see, for example, Brett Cooke, Pustikin and The
Creative Process (Gainesville: University Press of Florida. 1998), ix; J. Thomas Shaw. Pushkin's
poetics of the unexpected: the nonrhymed lines in the rhymed poetry and the rhymed lines in the nonrhymed
poetry. (Golumbus, Ohio: Slavica Publishers. 1993), p. 17.

2 See Koka, 11; Bethea and Davydov, 8.
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noted once that Pushkin “loved the arts and had an original view on them,”? and perhaps
for this reason Pushkin’s literary drafts of both prose and poetic works are peppered with
the poet’s own quill pen drawings. On this account, the critic A.A. Vishnevskil writes:

Pushkin 1s an inimitable graphic artist, equally great in this area to his

work in the other artistic spheres that were open to his intellect and talent

... In the instantly outlined or through-out, carefully drawn lines of

Pushkinian sketches one can detect striking artistry, a power of keen

observation, a derisive, at times grotesque view, decorative delicacy of

scenic and objective details, and the harmony of intricate designs that

cover entire pages.

Ilymkus — HEmompakaeMblA PUCOBAIBIIUK, PABHOBEJIMKAN B 9TOU

00JIACTH CBOUM CO3IAHUAM B IPYIUX TBOPUECKHUX CPepax, OTKPHITHIX €0

YMY M TIAHTY ... B MTHOBEHHO MPOUEPUEHHBIX UK 00 IyMAHHO,

crapareJIbHO HpOBC,H'éHHI)lX JIMHUAX IIYNIKUHCKUX PUCYHKOB

CKa3bI1BAIOTCS ITOPASUTEILHBIN APTUCTU3M, TOUHAS HAOJII0IATEIbHOCTS,

HACMEIILIUBBIM, IOIUaC KapUKATYPHBIN B3IJLAJ, JEKOPATHBHAA TOHKOCTb

MEU3AKHBIX U npeaIMETHBIX ,IICTaJICI;I, OPHaMCHTAJIbHAS I'apMOHHI LCJIbIX

urypupix smcros.*

Although it is difficult to determine whether it is the visual image or the sound of a
word that spurred Pushkin’s imagination with greater vigor, one can note that Pushkin’s
ability to observe and to visually depict with precision is also reflected in Pushkin’s
writing. Already during his lifetime, he was often praised for his remarkable attention to
detail. The critic N.I. Nadezhdin, upon reading Pushkin’s ingenious novel Eygeniz Onegin
(Evgenii Onegin, 1823-1830), exclaimed on the pages of the Herald of Europe (Vestnik Evropy) in
1830 that Pushkin’s “description of Moscow ... is truly Hogarthian! This is precisely

where Pushkin’s talent lies!”> — thus comparing the Russian poet to the English painter

and printmaker who was also a pictorial satirist and a social critic. The validity of

3 Koka, 5-6.

+ Aleksandr Pushkin and A.A. Vishnevskii, A.S. Pushkin ob iskusstve Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1990),
1:216.

5 S. Solov’ev, “O nekotorykh osobennostiakh izobrazitel'nosti Pushkina,” V mire Pushkina, ed. S.
Mashinskii (Moskva: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1974), 350.
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Nadezhdin’s observation regarding Pushkin’s style in Eugene Onegin was confirmed by
literary critics’ commentaries regarding Pushkin’s other works.®

Pushkin, famous for his blasphemous verses, exquisite love poetry, and later semi-
historical prose works, is no longer readily identified as a social critic similar to William
Hogarth. As an artist and a print-maker, William Hogarth (1697-1764) soon discovered
that he could disseminate his work much faster if he would make etchings of his paintings.
This endeavor proved to be not only profitable, but also fame promoting. The feature
that distinguished Hogarth’s art at the time is the realistic quality of his portraits and the
satirical tone of his political illustrations. Hogarth considered himself to be a “dramatic
writer,” and he wrote about his own work: “my picture is my stage, and men and women
my players.”” For this reason, Hogarth wished that “those scenes where the human
species are actors [would] be criticized by the same criterion” as actors on stage.® What is
most important for the development of narrative theory (both in its pictorial and literary
itirations) is that Hogarth repeatedly used indexes as a form of invitation to his

viewers/readers to “participate actively in the picture.”

6 For more on comparisons between Pushkin and Hogarth, see Iu. D. Levin, “Uil’iam Khogart 1
russkaia literature,” Russkaia literatura @ zarubezhnoe iskusstvo (Leningrad: Nauka, 1986), 35-61.
For a contemporary study of similarities between Pushkin’s and Hogarth’s styles, see
Alexandra Smith, Montaging Pushkin: Pushkind and visions of modernity in Russian Twentieth-Century
Poetry (Amsterdam: Rodopi B.V., 2006). Smith specifically pays attention to the “theatrical”
mode of expression of both Pushkin and Hogarth, which “revolves around the relationship
between the modern metropolis and the practice of urban spectatorship. Both Pushkin and
Hogarth shared a great love for the theatre. They mocked the theatrical in the routine of the
middle class and aristocracy” (137).

7Qtd. in Franz H. Mautner, “Lichtenberg as an Interpreter of Hogarth,” Modern Language Quarterly
13, no. I (March 1952): 71. From the autobiographical sketch, published by Ireland and
Nichols in Hogarth’s Works (Edinburgh, 1883), 111, 30 f.

8 Ibid.
9 Ronald Paulson, Hogarth: His Life, Art, and Times (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971), 488.
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Albeit a hundred years later, Alexander Pushkin too set himself apart from his
predecessors and contemporaries by inviting his readers to “participate actively” in the
reading process. First, in the late 1820’s Pushkin displayed the versatility of his talent by
taking up psychological and moral issues in his narrative poems 7he Gypsies (1sygany, 1824)
and Poltava (1829) and by assuming an ironic, even mocking tone in such poems as
“Count Nulin” (“Graf Nulin,” 1825) and “The Little House in Kolomna” (“Domik v
Kolomne,” 1830). Then, in the autumn of 1830, while confined on his Boldino, Pushkin
wrote his first work of prose fiction, The Tales of the Late Ivan Petrovich Belkin (Povesti pokoinogo
Tvana Petrovicha Belkina). The cycle consists of five short stories: “The Shot” (“Vystrel”),
“The Blizzard” (“Metel’”), “The Undertaker” (“Grobovshchik”), “The Stationmaster”
(“Stantsionnyi smotritel””), and “The Squire’s Daughter” (“Baryshnia-Krestianka”). It
took Pushkin a mere two months to write these five pieces and to add to them an
introduction that he playfully attributed to a fictional editor A.P. who, in his turn, claimed
to have received the collection from a neighbor of the cycle’s fictional author, Belkin.

The collection was published in 1831, and shortly after it was released, an anonymous
reviewer in the newspaper The Russian Invalid (Russki Invalid) shared the following
observation regarding the fourth story of the cycle: “The stationmaster who drank himself
to death and his charming, lively daughter Dunia are portraits sketched with a quick and
experienced pencil” [COHBIIUICS ¢ KPYTY CTAHIMOHHBIA CMOTPHUTEJIb U MUAJIAS PE3BYILKA,

noub ero JIyHsi, cyTh mOpTpeTHl, HAUEPTAHHBIEC KAPAHIAMIOM OOMKUM U OIBITHEIM. | 1

10Qtd. in E.O. Larionova, Pushkin v prizhiznennot kritike. 1851-1833 (St. Peterburg:
Gosudarstvennyi pushkinskii teatral’nyi tsentr, 2003), 127.
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Classified as a tragedy by Richard Gregg, “The Stationmaster” at least on the
surface appears to be a sad tale of filial disobedience.!! Its protagonist, the stationmaster
Samson Vyrin, is an aging man of the lowest noble rank who lives with his teenage
daughter, Dunia, at a post station somewhere in the Russian countryside. One day, a
dashing hussar, Minskii, stops at the station en route to St. Petersburg. Minskii’s arrival
on the scene marks the first turning point in the story’s plot. Until the hussar arrives
“wearing a Circassian hat and military coat, and wrapped in a scarf” [B uepkecckon
IIarnke, B BOCHHOM WIMHEJIN, OKyTaHHbIN waibto]'? and enters the station demanding
fresh horses, life at the post station has been fairly stable: the stationmaster, with his
daughter’s help, was doing his job, and every day was just like the one before. When
Minskii’s request is denied, he has nothing left to do but to wait. In the meantime, he sees
Dunia and is immediately impressed by her beauty and mild manners. By the time his
carriage 1s finally ready, Minskii decides that he does not wish to leave the post station so
soon. He pretends to suddenly fall ill and thus stays at the station for a few days. When
he recovers from his simulated malaise, he goes to St. Petersburg and, as Samson finds
out a little too late, takes Dunia with him. Samson attempts to find and bring her back,
but he fails. He then goes back to the post station and dies from grief and alcoholism.

The anonymous reviewer’s suggestion in 7he Russian Invalid that the story presents
portraits of literary characters is, in essence, an invitation to consider “The
Stationmaster” as an extended ekphrasis. As such, it would render all the characters

equally silent characters standing in need of being envoiced by a narrator. I suggest that

11 Richard Gregg, “A Scapegoat for All Seasons: The Unity and the Shape of The Tales of Belkin,”
Slavic Review 30, no. 4 (1971), 756.

12 Aleksandr Pushkin, Sobranie sochinenii v 10t tomakh (Moskva: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1960), 5:90.
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we examine this story not solely as a collection of literary portraits whose message,
conveyed by the narrator, is straightforward and unambiguous, but as an attempt on the
author’s part to involve his readers into a conversation. If the purpose of ekphrasis is to
give voice to a silent image, then what we encounter in “The Stationmaster” is a female
character whose silent resistance to being defined propels the narrative towards a new
literary form, the form that soon thereafter will be called a novel. In effect, “The
Stationmaster” is a failed attempt at ekphrasis that marks the beginning of iconicity in
Russian fictional narrative.

As Edmund Heier explains, “[s]ince the countenance is that part of man’s
appearance by which he reveals himself to others and most clearly shows his character
traits, the face receives particular attention in the portrait,” and for that reason “[t]he
essence of portraiture is to point out the major features which characterize a
personality.”!3 When it comes to the concept of “literary portrait,” however, one has
trouble defining what it is or how it ought to be executed.!*For example, in the early days
of Rhetoric as a discipline a literary portrait “aimed at delineating character” within a
narrative, as it did in Homer’s works; yet over time it evolved into a distinct literary
genre, as it did in the seventeenth-century France where literary portraits evolved into a
“full-length biography.”!> To make the term “literary portrait” a little wieldier, Heier

suggests defining it as

13 Edmund Heier, ““The Literary Portrait’ as a Device of Characterization,” Neophilologist 60, no.
3, (July 1976), 321-2.

14 Ihid., 321.
15 Tbid. As examplese of large-scale literary portrait that resulted in full-legth biographies Heier
cites G. de Scudéry’s Portraits du grand Cardinal (1664), Mlle. de Scudery’s Le Grand Cyrus (1649-

1653), Henry James’ The Portrait of a Lady (1884), James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man (1916), Saint-Beuve’s Portraits littéraires (1832-1839), and Gorky’s Literaturnye portrety (1890).
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a device of characterization within a literary work the function of which is

to delineate character via external appearance. Itis a portrait drawn in

words — one in which the writer consciously introduces his character by

way of exterior description in order to suggest or reveal inner qualities.!®

If Heier is correct, then we as readers can trust that authors would never
intentionally include in their descriptions of characters any superfluous or accidental traits
and that, one ought to conclude, every physical trait 1s an index of some other, not
physical but psychological trait. This conclusion is plausible, albeit somewhat debatable.
Heier further explains: “The presentation of the bodily appearance of a character,
particularly if it is accompanied by an interpretation, becomes then the application of
physiognomy, the art of revealing character traits via the physical features.”!” This
clearly points us towards the physiological sketches as a new genre of nascent Realism in
Russia.!® However, Pushkin’s “Stationmaster” is written barely on the cusp of Realism
and, along with the other four stories in the cycle, may be considered a precursor of the
new movement in the Russian literature, but not a full-fledged representative of it. The
main reason for this reservation is that the kind of portraits Pushkin presents in the
“Stationmaster,” despite their vividness, do not at all fit the genre of a physiological
sketch because they can hardly be considered physiological in the first place.

Pushkin, or his nameless narrator, begins his narrative with ruminations on the

sad fate of all stationmasters who never get rest either night or day and who must suffer

For more on literary portraits in Russian literature, see V.V. Perkhin, ed. Russkit literaturny:
portret 1 retsenziia v XX veke (Sankt-Peterburg: SPbGU, 2001).

16 Ibid.

17 Ibid.

18 For an overview of the development of the Russian physiological sketch, see Joachim T. Baer,
“The ‘Physiological Sketch’ in Russian Literature” in Mnemozina: Studia litteraria russica in
honorem Vsevolod Setchkarev (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1974), 1-12. Also, Kenneth E.

Harper, “Criticism of the Natural School in the 1840°s” in American Slavic and East European
Review 15, no. 3 (Oct., 1956), 400-414.
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abuse from tired and impatient travelers. The narrator arrives at Samson’s station on one
summer day, after having been soaked in the rain and now wishing for only two things: to
dry his clothes and to drink some hot tea. In the opening lines of the story, he poses a
general question: “What is a postmaster?”[Uro Takoe cranuponssiz cmoTpurens? | ¥ and
answers 1t with the same degree of generality: “A true martyr of the fourteenth class,
protected by his rank from beatings only, and even that not always.” [Cyuui myuennk
UETHIPHANIIATOrO KJIACCA, OFPAXIEHHBIN CBOMM UMHOM TOKMO OT IIOOOEB, ¥ TO HE
Becerya. |0

The stationmaster that the narrator is about to introduce to his readers is a faithful
representative of the whole class of people who are “unaggressive, servile by nature,
disposed to be sociable, modest in their claims to honor and not too avaricious” [MupHsie,
OT IPUPOJIBL YCJIYXKIIUBbIC, CKIOHHBIE K OOIIEXUTHI0, CKDOMHBIE B IIPUTI3AHMIX HA
mouecTy u He caumkoM cpebpoimobussie].?! Peter Steiner, however, points out that
Samson Vyrin’s position is not at all simple, and it reflects on his relationships with his
daughter: “The stationmaster, Samson Vyrin, is simultaneously both the lowest official on
the ladder of Russian bureaucracy — defenseless against the abuse of any passerby — and,
at the same time, the supreme master of his own household — the poststation. Granted,
he has only a single subordinate, his own daughter Dunia, but he has true dictatorial

power over her.”??

19 Pushkin, S, 5:86.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid., 5:87.

22 Peter Steiner, “Chekhov’s “The Bride’ and the Parable of the Prodigal Son™ in Under
Construction: Links for the Site of Literary Theory. Essays in Honour of Hendrik van Gorp (Leuven:
Leuven University Press, 2000), 138.
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When speaking about Samson Vyrin in particular, the narrator shares a visual
memory of the man: “In my mind’s eye I see the master himself, a man of approximately
fifty years of age, healthy and vivacious, and his long green coat witht three medals on
faded ribbons.” [Bmxy, kax Tenepb, caMOro X035HHA, YEJIOBEKA JIET [IATHICCATH,
CBEXero 1 6OIPOro, U ero JIMHHBIA 3€JIEHBIN CEPTYK C TPEMS MEIAJISIMU HA MIOJIUHSIIbIX
serTax.|?? When the postmaster’s daughter, Dunia, makes her appearance, the narrator
gives even less information about her: “a girl of about fourteen years of age came out
from behind a partition and ran to the hall way. Her beauty startled me.” [Bpimia n3-3a
[IEPEropoaKHY JEeBOUKA JIET UeThIpHANIATH U nmobexana B cenu. Kpacora eé mers
nopasuia.|?* Very shortly afterwards, the narrator adds that Dunia is a “little coquette”
[mManenbkas kokerka]?> with “large blue eyes” [Gosbmume romyoele rmasal.?6 Very little, if
anything can be concluded about these characters’ occupations and stations in life based
solely on these descriptions.

The portraits that the reviewer sees in the story “The Postmaster” are shaped by
the narrator’s accounts of the character’s actions presented to the readers as the story
progresses. In fact, the narrator does provide a few more details about the characters’
appearance, but only after these characters leave the confined space of the post station
and go through a transition in their personal lives. Upon his second visit to the post
station, the narrator notices a significant change in the postmaster’s appearance:

This indeed was Samson Vyrin; yet how he has aged! While he was

getting ready to copy my travel document, I looked at his gray hair, at the
deep wrinkles of the face that has not been shaved in a long while, at the

23 Pushkin, 5:89.
24 Ibhid., 5:88.

25 Ibhid., 5:89.

26 Thid.
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hunched back, and I could not stop being amazed at how three or four
years could transform a vivacious man into a weak old man.

Dto 6bu1 Touno Camcon Beipun; Ho kax on nocrapedt! IToxamecr

COBUPAJICS OH MEPEMHCATH MO0 IOJOPOXHYIO, 51 CMOTPEJI HA €ro CEIIUHY,

Ha TJIyOOKHE MOPIIMHBL JaBHO HEOPUTOrO JIMIA, HA CTOPOJICHHYIO CIIHHY

— K1 HC MOI" HAIUBUTBHCS, KaK TPHU WUJIKX UETHIPE I'olja MOIJIX IIPEBPATUTDH

60IpPOro MyXUHHY B XHJIOTO CTapuka.?’

The narrator, who begins his story with a broad question of “whatis a
postmaster?” and giving the impression that what follows is a physiological sketch, is
shocked to see that Samson Vyrin, instead of representing a type, is in fact an individual
person. Similarly, Samson is given a chance to see that his daughter too is an individual,
not a type, when he sees her in her St. Petersburg apartment: “Dunia, clothed with all the
luxury of the latest fashion, was sitting on an arm of his chair ... Poor station master!

"!

Never has his daughter appeared to him so beautiful!” [lyrs, omeras co Bcero
POCKOIIBIO MOJBL, CHIEIA HA PyUKe ero kpeceln ... benusit emorpuress! Hukorma nous
€ro He Kasajach eMy croJib npekpacHoro].?® Nevertheless, either because the narrator’s
retelling of the postmaster’s words is incomplete or because the postmaster did not care to
notice any more details, again, this description cannot be considered a literary portrait in
the sense that Heier offers. Dunia becomes a type in Samson’s imagination only when he
tries to predict her future and, hurt by the fact that she does not wish to come back to the
post station, concludes that once Minskii, the man with him she left, grows tired of her,
she will have no other choice but walk the streets.

Although the lack of descriptive detail in the literary portraits may be unsatistying,

it is imperative to further examine the function of visuality within the story in order to

27 Ibid., 5:89-90.
28 Ibid., 5:95.
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fully appreciate the complexity of this short prose work. The narrator, who retells the
story from Samson’s words, for most of the narrative gives the impression that he shares
in the stationmaster’s grief at Dunia’s departure. Although at the time when the narrator
begins the story he already knows of Samson’s loss, he refrains from explicitly giving out
the sad ending right away, thus keeping the readers in suspense. The story is divided into
three time periods, by the number of the narrator’s visits to the station. During the first
visit he gets acquainted with Samson and Dunia. During the second he finds out from
Samson that Dunia has gone off to St. Petersburg with Minskii. During the third period
he comes back to find out that the stationmaster has passed away and that his house, now
occupied by strangers, no longer serves as a post station. Also in the final part of the story
we find out about Dunia’s apparent social and personal success, but the brevity and the
tone of this section makes it feel almost like an afterthought: it is as if the narrator set out
to write the story after his second visit to the station, but having finished it, he stopped
there one more time and was presented with some facts that indicated to him just how
much Samson’s imagined finale of Dunia’s story was different from what actually
happened to her.

The ending of the story is especially surprising because early on the readers are
given what, at least on the surface, appears to be the key to understanding this work — a
description of four images noticed by the narrator on the wall of the post station. While
Samson 1s making a necessary record in a book, the narrator

began perusing the pictures that adorned his humble yet neat abode.

They depicted the story of the prodigal son: in the first the honorable old

man in a sleeping cap and a powdering-gown bids farewell to a restless

youth who hastily accepts his blessing and a bag of money. The next

depicted in bright colors the young man's lewd behavior: he is sitting at

table, surrounded by false friends and shameless women. In the next,
having squandered his money, in rags and a triangular hat, the yong man
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tends swine and shares a meal with them. Deep sorrow and remorse are
reflected in his face. Finally, the last picture showed his return to his
father. The kind old man in the same cap and the powedring-gown runs
out to greet him. The prodigal son stands on his knees; in the background
a cook kills a fatted calf, and the older brother asks the servants about the
reason for such joy. Under each picture I read appropriate German
Verses.

3AHSUJICSA PACCMOTPEHUEM KAPTUHOK, YKPALIABLINX €r0 CMUPEHHYI0, HO
onpsTHyto oburesb. OHM M300paxkay UCTOPHIO OJIYIHOIO ChIHA: B
[IEPBOY ITOYTECHHBIM CTAPUK B KOJIITAKE U MIIAPOPKE OTIIYCKAET
6EeCIIOKOMHOrO I0HOIIY, KOTOPBIH ITOCIICIIHO IPUHUMAECT €I0
6J1arOCJIOBEHHE U MEIIOK C JeHbramu. B npyroi spxumu yepramu
M300pAXEHO PA3BPATHOE MTOBEICHUE MOJIOLOIO UEIOBEKA: OH CHINT 32
CTOJIOM, OKPY>XCHHBIN JIOXKHBIMU IPY3bsIMU U OCCCTBLIHBIMU
xenmuHamu. Jlanee, mpomorasmunics 0HOIIA, B pyOuUIIe U B
TpeyFO.HI)HOIjl IIAIe, ImacerT CBUHEN U pasneisseT C HUMHU Tpalrliesy; B €ro
JiLe U300paxeHbl Tirybokas meyasns u packasune. Hakorer
[IPEICTABJICHO BO3BPALICHUE €TI0 K OTIY; JOOPBINA CTAPHUK B TOM X€
KOJIITaKe U nuragopke BblOEraeT K HEMy HABCTPEUY: OJIyIHBINA ChIH CTOUT
HA KOJICHAX; B [IEPCIEKTHUBE II0BAP YOUBAET YIIUTAHHOIO TEJIbLA, U
crapmun 6par BOIPOLIAET CIYT O MPHUYMHE TakoBou pamoctu. Iloxn
KaXJIOM KAPTUHKOM MPOUEN 51 IPUJINUYHBIE HEMELKUE CTUXU. >

Because of the German inscriptions, critics customarily refer to these images as
“the German pictures.” At this point in the narrative, the presence of the German
pictures seems to be incidental, for they, at least for now, have nothing to do with the
plot. Nevertheless, through the narrator, the author provides a fairly lengthy and detailed
description of these images, and the fact that the story’s author (whether the late Belkin or
Pushkin himself) has his narrator take note of and describe the German pictures in some
detail very early on signals to the readers that these images should be kept in mind as the
story progresses. After all, the pictures may function as a foreshadowing device. Or at

least it may be the authorial intent that the reader should think so for the time being.

29 Ibid., 5:88.
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If we do consider “The Stationmaster” as an example of an extensive ekphrasis,
then we should take into account Aelius Theon’s advice that he shared with his students
in Progymnasmata and that requires that in ekphrasis “one should not recollect all useless
details.”3" Here the German pictures are precisely one such non-useless detail, and, in
the words of Shadi Bartsch, this is the case when “the reader is aware that the paintings
must foreshadow something,”3! although he is not quite sure what it is just yet.

According to M. S. Al'tman, the German pictures “are not simply an artistic
accessory, but they express the very idea of the story.”3?In other words, the parable of the
Prodigal Son, depicted in these pictures, is at the basis of the plot line and the moral
message of the story. There may be some truth to his statement; however, critics are still
debating about not only how these pictures express that very idea, but also what this idea
is exactly. Mikhail Gershenzon, for example, accuses the pictures of playing a fatal role in
the life of the protagonist. In his estimation, the stationmaster “perished not from a real
misfortune, but because of these German pictures.”? Convinced that they present a
“universal truth,” Samson becomes a victim of social mores [xosiuas mopass].3*
Samson’s convictions are not supported by the facts of contemporary reality that he 1s left
to reckon with; yet his convictions are so strong that, as Lina Steiner observes, when
towards the end of the story Samson sees a happy Dunia in the apartment that Minskii

put her up in, he experiences an “aesthetic shock that shatters the mind of the poor

30 Kennedy, 47.

31 Shadi Bartsch, Decoding the Ancient Novel: The Reader and the Role of Description in Heliodorus and
Achilles Tatius (Princeton, N,J.: Princeton University Press, 1989), 58. Emphasis in the
original.

32 Al'tman, M.S. “Bludnaia doch’ (Pushkin 1 Dostoevskii).” Slavia 14 (1937), 412.
33 Mikhail Gershenzon, Izbrannoe: mudrost’ Pushkina (Moskva: MBA, 2007) 88. My emphasis.
3¢ Ibid., 89.
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stationmaster.”3> This “aesthetic shock™ is a result of cognitive dissonance or the obvious
imbalance between the picture of degradation that Samson has conjured up in his mind
based on the trajectory that the German pictures suggest and the scene of tranquility and
good fortune that he witnesses with his own eyes in Dunia’s new home.

On a more somber note, David Bethea and Sergei Davydov consider Samson’s
death a form of punishment that Pushkin inflicts upon the stationmaster for being “flat
and nondeveloping, too ready to translate literary models into life.”3¢ By contrast, Daniil
Granin pities Samson and declares him “a symbol of children’s unfair treatment of their
fathers, of that misfortune that befalls everyone” [cumBoJI HecrpaBeIMBOro OTHOLICHN
JIETEH O OTLAM, TOU 6€Jibl, KOTOPasi HACTUIAeT Kaxioro. |3’

It appears that the Biblical story of the Prodigal Son is at the very foundation of
the tragedy in “The Stationmaster,” but it is a story that is either misinterpreted or
misapplied to the Russian reality of the early nineteenth century. While it may be
worthwhile to identify the origin of Samson’s approach to interpreting art and life, his
failure to arrive at a proper understanding of either one of these elements of human
existence can shed light on what Pushkin tells us about the proper way of both perceiving
visual art and of reading and writing literature. In “The Stationmaster” the protagonist
measures life against what appears to be an outdated artistic model. Moreover, the
narrator himself imposes an antiquated rhetorical model of sentimental narrative onto an
emerging new genre of literature. In effect, Pushkin shows that the stasis represented by

the German pictures and conveyed to the readers by means of ekphrastic discourse 1s at

35 Lina Steiner, “Pushkin’s Parable of the Prodigal Daughter: The Evolution of the Prose Tale
from Aestheticism to Historicism.” Comparative Literature 56:2 (2004),142.

36 Bethea and Davydov, 13.
37 Daniil Granin, Sviashchennyt dar (Sankt-Peterburg: Aleteiia, 2007), 65.
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odds with the dynamism of Dunia’s actions and indicative of the changes that are taking
place in literature of the time.

The narrator’s memory of his first visit to the post station is very static. After
describing the German pictures on the wall, he concludes his introduction by
summarizing other material details of the setting and presenting it as a visual image that
remained in his mind:

All this has remained in my memory to this day, together with the pots of

balsam, the motley curtain of the bed, and other surrounding objects. I

can still see the master of the house himself as if he were right before me: a

man about fifty years of age, still fresh and agile, in a long green coat with

three medals on faded ribbons.

Bcé aro oHBIHE COXPAHMIIOCH B MOEH MTAMSTH, TAKXE KAK U TOPIIKH C

BaJIb3aMUHOM, U KPOBATH C IIECTPOU 3aHABECKOL0, U IIPOUHE IIPEAMETEL,

MEHs B TO BpeMsl OKpyxasiuue. Broky, kax remeps, caMoro xo3suHa,

UeJIOBEKA JICT ILITUACCATH, CBEXEro U 6OLPOro, U ero JIMHHBINA 3€IEHBIN

CEPTYK C TPEMsI MEJAJISIMU Ha TOJUHSIBIX JIeHTaX.

By grouping these elements together — the pictures, the flower pots, the bed, the
stationmaster, his daughter, etc. — and stating that he still “sees” them, the narrator offers
a visual sequence that gives the readers an opportunity to construct in their mind’s eye
the setting and the characters of the tale. This is the essence of ekphrasis as a form of
descriptive speech that brings “what is being shown before the eyes.”3 In the words of
Hermogenes, in ekphrasis, “expression should almost create seeing through the
hearing.”*? Even though the readers are probably not hearing the text but reading it, this

principle is still applicable, because it is the quality of descriptive detail and not the oral

way of delivery that brings about the necessary effect.

38 Ibid., 95 [5:88-9].
39 Kennedy, 86.
40 Ihid.
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Ekphrasis becomes an important device in the story because it provides the
narrator with a means of putting the readers on the same level of understanding of the
setting and the events that he finds himself on despite the fact that the readers, it is
natural to assume, have never visited this specific post station and therefore cannot rely
on their own memory of the place and of its inhabitants. At the same time, the use of
ekphrasis raises the question of accuracy of both the protagonist’s and the narrator’s
attitudes towards the heroine. These two male personages share their impressions freely,
thus dominating the story and projecting their impressions onto Dunia who, like a silent
painting, is left without any opportunity for a direct discourse.

Moreover, the very tone of the narrative is significant because it conveys the
narrator’s sentimental view and suggests the angle at which Dunia should be perceived.
Again, in Progymnasmata we find Aelius Theon’s suggestion that in ekphrasis the author
“should make the style reflect the subject” and Hermogenes’ reminder that “the word
choice ought to correspond to the subject. If the subject is flowery, let the style be so too;
if the subject is dry, let the style be similar.”*! In “The Stationmaster” the narrator
assumes a sentimental tone throughout the narrative, which, we are led to believe, is a
reflection of the narrator’s own disposition; however, since he learns about Samson’s sad
fate for the most part from Samson himself, the readers begin to associate this
sentimentality with Samson as well. Yet at the end of the story the readers realize that
these two sentimental male characters fail to appreciate the extent of Dunia’s pragmatism

in the face of reality.

41 Ihid., 47 and 86.
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Although the whole conflict of the tale is centered on Dunia’s perceived filial
disobedience, the author tells us nothing about her thoughts or desires — at least he does
not do it directly. The readers have to do a great deal of surmising, imagining, and
guessing in order to comprehend fully both Dunia’s character and the motivation behind
her actions. In order to understand exactly “what a fine wench she was” [Uro 3a nesxa-
to 6p11a],*? we need to consider her character from two angles: first, how she is included
into the tale’s ekphrasis created by the narrator and, second, how she resists being an
object of ekphrasis or a silent figure who must be, to use Heffernan’s term again, envoiced
by a speaker.

Dunia’s appearance on the scene is very brief and is foregrounded by Samson’s
shouting:

“Hey, Dunia!” — yelled the postmaster. “Light the samovar and

fetch some cream.” Having heard these words, a girl of about fourteen

years of age came out from behind a partition and ran to the hall way.

Her beauty startled me.

“Is this your daughter?” I asked the postmaster.
“Aye, sir,” he answered with an air of satisfied vanity. “And what

a clever, nimble girl she is, just like her late mother.”

“Du, lyrs! — saxpuyan cMorpuresib, — MOCTaBb CAMOBAP Ja

cxonu 3a cymBkamu.” IIpw cux ciroBax BbimIa U3-32 MEPErOPOIKU

JIEBOUKA JIET UeThIPHALIATH U noOexaa B ceHu. Kpacora e€ mers

ropasmwia. “DTo TBOs jJouka?”’ — cripocut st cmorpuress. < Jouka-c, —

OTBEUAJI OH C BUJIOM JIOBOJILHOI'O CAMOJIIOOMS, — JIa Takas pasyMHasd,
Takas [POBOPHAs, BCS B TOKOMHULY MaTh.” 3

This is the first mention of Dunia’s presence in the tale and the first evidence of
the narrator’s attempt to include her into his ekphrasis. Since we have no stage directions

for the scene, we cannot know precisely with what tone of the voice the stationmaster

42 Pushkin, 5:90.
43 Ibid., 5:88.
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called out to Dunia: whether he yelled at her in an authoritarian fashion or simply called
out to her in a loud voice because she was not present immediately next to him. Still, we
can already recognize that the two qualities that Dunia possesses and that will shape her
future are her beauty and obedience.

Her beauty, while an appropriate subject for ekphrasis, is mentioned, but not
elaborated upon. Neither the narrator himself now, nor Samson later can render in
words the visible aspect of Dunia’s presence, despite the fact that both men at one point
or another admits being impressed by it. The narrator does make an earnest attempt to
create an ekphrasis of Dunia and even follows, from the purely technical standpoint, the
principle expressed by Aphthonius the Sophist that “[1jn making an ekphrasis of persons
one should go from first things to last, that is from head to feet.”** The narrator does
start with Dunia’s head and at least tells us that she was pretty and that she had big blue
eyes, but he goes no further. Aelius Theon explains that even though “there is ekphrasis
of persons and events and places and periods of time,” one ought to keep in mind that
“ekphrasis s, for the most part, about lifeless things and those without choice.”* Clearly,
Dunia is not a lifeless thing but a living human being. In Samson’s mind, however, she is
not in a position to make choices, and that, ultimately, would render her lifeless.

We have already witnessed Samson yelling and ordering Dunia to make tea as if
she 1s a servant girl. Later, during the narrator’s second visit to the station, Samson

begins sharing his sad tail by saying,

# Kennedy, 117.

# Kennedy, 45 and 46. Here Aclius Theon specifically juxtaposes ekphrasis to topos, which “is
concerned with matters of moral choice” and to which authors “add [their] own moral
judgment.”
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Oh, Dunia, Dunia! What a wench she was! In the past, everyone passing
through the station would praise her, no one would criticize her. Ladies
would give her presents: one would give her a kerchief, another — earrings.
Gentlemen would deliberately stop by, as if to dine or sup, but in reality
they would come only to look at her a little longer. Sometimes, no matter
how angry a gentleman is, he would calm down in her presence and would
talk to me respectfully. Would you believe it, sir, couriers and government
emissaries would talk to her for half an hour on end.

Ax, Hyusa, Hyna! Uro 3a geska-ro 6putal bpiBano, kto HU mpoeger,
BCSIKHH [TOXBAJIUT, HUKTO HE OCYIUT. bapbiHu mapuim ee, Ta MIaTOUKOM,
Ta cepexkamu. l'ocroma mpoesxue HapOUHO OCTAHABIMBAINCE, Oy ITO OBl
moobenarh, aJib OTYXHUHATH, 4 B CAMOM JeJIe TOJIBKO UTOD Ha Hee [oJoJIee
nozssdems. bpisano, GapuH, KaKOH Obl CEPAUTHIN HU ObLI, IPU HEH
YTHUXAeT X MIJIOCTHBO CO MHOO pasrosapusaer. [losepure b, cynaps:
KYPbepbl, GeIbIbErepsi ¢ HEeto Mo MOJIYYacy 3aroBapUBaIHCE. ¥

Despite Samson’s low yet noble rank, Pushkin’s choice of the word “nesxa,” a
“wench,” for Dunia is more fitting for a peasant or a servant girl — the status that Dunia,
apparently, occupies at the post station despite or perhaps because of her father’s very low
rank and the kind of civil service that he has to perform at the station. The “air of
satisfaction and pride” that Samson displays during the narrator’s first visit can certainly
be indicative of his paternal affection for Dunia; however, when the narrator encounters
Samson four years later, not only Samson’s outward appearance has altered, but the
attitude with which he speaks of his daughter has changed.

Having not seen the stationmaster for four years, the narrator finds him aged,
gray haired, hunched over, and sickly, and quickly guesses that this change must be due
to some serious misfortune that befell Samson’s little household. When the narrator asks
Samson about Dunia, the stationmaster at first tries to avoid answering the question.

Gradually, and with the help of two glasses of punch, the stationmaster begins to open up.

46 ITbid., 5:90. My emphasis.
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He tells the narrator of Minskii’s visit, of the officer’s sickness, of the doctor’s checking on
the patient, of Dunia’s departure, and of his own efforts to bring her back.

As Samson recounts the events surrounding Dunia’s departure, the tone of his
voice changes from sentimental to more and more bitter, until he concludes:

Anything could happen. She was not the first, and she will not be the last

who was drawn in by a passing scapegrace. He would keep her for a time

and throw her out. Many of them are in Petersburg, such young fools.

Today they are in silk and velvet, and tomorrow you can see them

roaming the streets along with tavern beggars. When I think sometimes

that Dunia, too, may be perishing as well, I sin against my will and wish

her in the grave...

Besixo ciyuaercs. He ee mepsyto, He ee mOC/ICIHIO CMAHUII IPOE3XKUT

roBeca, a TaM mogepxai, ga u o6pocuin. Muoro ux B [lerepbypre,

MOJIOZCHBKUX Jyp, CETOJHS B aTjIace Jja bapxare, a 3aBTpa, TOIJISIHIIb,

METYT YJIHIy BMECTE C roJipto kabanxoro. Kak momymaens mopoto, uro u

Jlyes1, Moxer GbITb, TYT Xe IIPOIA AT, TaK [IOHEBOJIC COTPEIINIIE 1A

[IOXEJIACIb €M MOTHJIBL...

Despairing to ever see his daughter back again, at this moment Samson appears to
be very much unlike the father in the parable of the Prodigal son with whom he wishes to
identify himself.#¥The father in the parable waited for a long time for his son to come
back, and “when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and
ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him,” and then ordered his servants to “[b]ring forth
the best robe, and put it on [the son]; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet,”
for his son “was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.”*® The despair that

Samson feels and the ill fate that he foretells for Dunia are a sign of his failure to live up to

the model that is depicted in the German pictures. It is hard to tell exactly why Samson

47 Ibid., 5:95.

48 For more on Samson’s failure to live up to the Biblical ideal, see Lina Steiner, “Pushkin’s
Parable of the Prodigal Daughter,” 142, and Bethea and Davydov, “Pushkin's Saturnine
Cupid.”

49 See Luke 15.
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feels this way: does he wish for a better lot for Dunia (in which case, apparently, death is
better than shame) or does he feel betrayed by her? Is it charity or egoism that motivates
him? Is his love truly unconditional, as that of the proverbial father? Dunia is beautiful
and pleasant, indeed, and one could see why a father would loathe to part with such a
daughter. But what is the exact reason for Samson’s desire to have her near? Is it simply
because she is his daughter and he loves her? Or is it because her mere presence softened
the hearts of the travelers who otherwise would be unkind to Aum?

Samson views life through the prism of the German pictures and considers himself
at the unfortunate father whose child went astray.’® Just like the father in the Biblical
parable, he is willing to accept his prodigal daughter when she comes back. Or so he
thinks until he imagines the misery that Dunia might have to face in St. Petersburg.
Unfortunately for Samson, this realization comes to him long after he pushes his own
daughter to get into Minskii’s carriage as the officer is getting ready to leave the post
station. Samson regrets his actions after the fact, but Dunia’s silent response to his
encouragement is hardly surprising. When he orders Dunia to bring tea for a guest, she
runs off and does as she is told. She 1s just as obedient and obliging in other instances.
She makes lemonade and serves it to Minskii during his feigned sickness, and her getting
into Minskii’s carriage is just another, albeit perhaps the most notable, act of obedience to
her father.

Looking back at the events of that day, Samson remembers that the officer first
bid farewell to him, but seeing that Dunia was getting ready to walk to church, he offers

her a ride. She hesitates, but Samson encourages her to accept Minskii’s offer:

50 See, for example, Lina Steiner, “Pushkin's Parable of the Prodigal Daughter: The Evolution of
the Prose Tale from Aestheticism to Historicism,” ComparativeLiterature 56, no. 2 (Spring,
2004), 130-146.
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Dunia stood in bewilderment... “What are you afraid of?” — said the
father. “His Honor is no wolf and he won’t eat you. Ride with him to church.”

Dunia sat in the carriage near the hussar, the servant jumped up next to the

driver, the driver whistled, and the horses broke into gallop.

Hyus crosna B Henoymenun... “Yero xe Tb1 GOMMBCA? — CKA3AN ¥ OTell,

— BeJlb €ro BBICOKOOJIArOpOaME He BOJIK U TeOs He CHECT: MPOKATUCH-KA JI0

uepksu.” JlyHst cena B xubuTky mojre rycapa, cjryra BCKOUmII Ha ODJIYUOK,

SIMIUIK CBUCTHYJI, ¥ JIOLIATY TIOCKAKAJIH."!

The hussar invited. The father encouraged. The girl complied. At this point in
the narrative, most modern-day readers would probably expect to find out that Dunia
ends up traveling with Minskii much farther than to the local church, but this is not the
case with the stationmaster. When it is too late to catch up to Minskii’s carriage, Samson,
realizing what he had done, begins to worry about his daughter:

The poor station master could not understand how he himself could allow

his Dunia to go off with the hussar, how he was blinded, and what

happened to his reason at that moment.

benmbint cMoTpUTENIH HE TOHUMAJ, KAKMM 00PAa30M MOT OH CaM IIO3BOJIUTH

coent JlyHe exaTs BMeCTe € rycapoM, Kak HAILLIO HA HETO OCJICIUICHUE, U

yTO TOrA OBLIO C €ro pazymom.>?

The stationmaster laments the blindness that came over him and that caused him
to misunderstand the full meaning of what he and Minskii have done. The reader also
realizes that the key moment in the story — Dunia’s decision to get into Minskii’s carriage
— may have taken place at an earlier time, and not at the moment just described.

After searching for his daughter in vain, Samson finds out from the carriage driver

that “the entire way Dunia was crying, although, it appeared as though she was going of

her own free will” [Bcro mopory Jlyes rurakana, XoTs1, Ka3aJ10Ch, €XaJIa 110 CBOCH

51 Pushkin, PSS, 5:92.
52 Ibid., 5:92.
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oxore].>® The key words, “of her own free will,” is something Samson is not prepared
for. Moreover, both Samson and the readers are left to wonder at what point Minskii
made the decision to invite Dunia to come with him: was it when she served him
lemonade during his feigned sickness, just prior to his departure, or when Dunia was
already sitting in his carriage? Most importantly, how much thought did Dunia put into
this endeavor: was she complicit with Minskii or was this decision as spontaneous for her
as it was for him?

Earlier in the story the narrator says that he intends “to talk to the dear readers”
[HaMepeH s Teneps mobecenoBarts ¢ mobesHpiMu unraressimu|.>* This conversation — a
two-way exchange of ideas — implies that the readers cannot expect the author to give
them all the answers. In other words, the author expects his readers to engage with the
text, to interpret it. Similarly, the root of Samson’s tragedy lies in his assumption that
Dunia cannot have any desires of her own, that she is unable to make her own decisions
or, to put it another way, she cannot interpret the words and the actions of those around
her. In effect, he thinks that she cannot create her own narrative. Thus, as a silent object
of admiration, she would have fit perfectly in an ekphrastic work. Both Samson, and
through him the narrator would have “given her voice” — something that they could do
from their position of authority. Yet if ekphrasis indeed is “for the most part, about
lifeless things and those without choice,” then Dunia in the end proves to be an unfit
candidate.

Dunia is silent not because she has nothing to say, but because in the world where

she lives — the post station — she cannot have her own voice, and although silent, she is

53 Ibid., 5:93.
54 Ibid., 5:87.
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not at all “nondeveloping.” When life outside the confines of the post station beckons
Dunia, or, to be more precise, when the hussar offers her a ride in his carriage, she stands
“in bewilderment” [B Hegoymennnu|> for a moment, but once she accepts the invitation,
she does not look back.

In addition to the rule stating “[i]n making an ekphrasis of persons one should go
from first things to last, that is, from head to feet,” Aphthonius the Sophist offers another
guideline, according to which, “in describing things, [one ought to] say what preceded
them, what is in them, and what is wont to result, and describe occasions and places from
what surrounds them and what is in them.”>¢ In this sense, again, Samson and the
narrator treat Dunia as a fitting object for ekphrasis because, like an inanimate object, she
says nothing throughout the entire tale and it is her pretty looks that make the first
striking impression on everyone who meets her. We are told that some guests stop at the
post station specifically in order to talk to her, but at the same time the readers do not
witness a single conversation with her. Travelers do talk to her, but the readers never
hear Dunia speak to anyone. Even the narrator, as observant and caring as he appears to
be, tells his readers of the kiss that he solicited from Dunia, but nothing of the things that
she said in the conversation that they had during his first visit to the station. The tale
offers us not a single phrase uttered by Dunia, aside from a sigh that she lets out upon
seeing her father in her St. Petersburg apartment.

What precedes Dunia, quite logically, is her mother who used to be as clever and
sensible as Dunia is now. Unfortunately, her mother has passed away as, obviously,

Dunia someday will. Thus, it is the pattern set out by the life of her own mother that

% Ihid., 5:92.
56 Kennedy, 117.
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Dunia is most likely to follow, not the model set forth by the German pictures.
Furthermore, “what is in” Dunia is conveyed by Samson’s description of her as “a fine
lass” or “a wench”[neska] and by his mention of her popularity his guests. “What is wont
to result,” at least in Samson’s mind, is already outlined in the German pictures.>’
Samson, by identifying himself with the father in the parable, sees Dunia as the prodigal
daughter and projects her future in accordance with the Biblical narrative.’® Samson also
tells us “what 1s wont to result” when, following the realization of his own mistake and the
impossibility of recovering his daughter, he wishes her in the grave because it is highly
unlikely that she will make her way back to the station. Finally, the narrator, with
Samson’s help, tells the readers in much detail of the “occasions and places” that
“surround” Dunia — the narrator’s encounter with her, Minskii’s arrival, the departure,
and, especially, Dunia’s return to the post station after Samson’s passing. Thus, whether
by her own actions, the narrator’s artistic inclinations, or Samson’s lack of sensitivity,
Dunia becomes an ekphrastic object, around which of the tale is constructed, all the while
resisting this status by not following the path that Samson projects for her.

In her comprehensive book The True Story of the Novel, Margaret Doody states that
when ekphrasis is placed within a literary narrative, it

immediately introduces our own duty to interpret — a strong source of

novelistic anxiety. We begin to share or imitate the characters’ anxieties,

for we cannot be sure of our own ground. Thus, the pleasure that we may

take in a beautifully worded and evocative ekphrasis is simultaneously

undercut by our apprehension of our won potential inadequacy in rising to
significant interpretation.”

57 See Bethea and Davydov, 12.
%8 See also Lina Steiner, “Pushkin's Parable of the Prodigal Daughter.”

39 Margaret Anne Doody, The True Story of the Novel (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University
Press, 1996), 388.
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The narrator attempts to produce an ekphrasis of Dunia based on his own
experience and on Samson’s account — such is his task as Pushkin’s mouthpiece. Dunia
resists being “envoiced,” being defined by male authority, and ultimately, being drawn
into the “gendered antagonism” that Heffernan speaks of. This, however, does not deter
Samson from insisting on Dunia’s status of a subordinate with no mind and no will of her
own. Ifignorance ever was bliss, this is an example of it. Samson does not experience the
novelistic anxiety because he feels no need to interpret. He feels secure in the old and
familiar forms of the parable and the sentimental tale.

Thus, the key word in Doody’s statement is “novelistic” because with The Tales of
the Late Tvan Petrovich Belkin and specifically with “The Stationmaster” Pushkin introduces
his readers to a new genre of literary prose and to a new way of reading literature. By
leaving the end of the story ambiguous, Pushkin gives his readers an opportunity for
interpretation. The narrator enters into a conversation with the protagonist because
“From their conversations (that traveling gentlemen are remiss to disregard) one could
glean many curious and instructive things.” [M3 ux pasroBopos (komMu HEKCTATH
peHedperatoT rocroaa MpoesXatomye) MOXHO ITOUEPIIHYTH MHOTO JIHOOOIIBITHOTO 1
noyunresisHoro.|% By recording the story, the narrator invites his readers into this
conversation. Ultimately, he leaves the story open-ended so that the readers could at the
very least experience ambivalence as regards to what they have just learned, but also so
they could have an opportunity to interpret the events of the story, to attempt to consider

them from Dunia’s point of view, and to at least attempt to conjecture what happens to

60 Pushkin, 5:87.



Jordan 69

Dunia when, having cried on his grave, she arises from the ground, gets inside her
carriage, and rides back to St. Petersburg.

At the same time, Dunia does what she can to break down the rhetorical structure
built around her. The conflict that the readers see unfold in “The Stationmaster” is not a
simple reflection of generational and gender differences between a father and a daughter,
but a case study for ekphrastic breakdown. The protagonist of the tale, Samson Vyrin,
shows a complete lack of any such anxiety because he s part of ekphrasis and to him,
there is no need to interpret anything. It is the protagonist’s resistance to the need to
interpret that, ultimately, causes Samson’s psychological destruction.

As Doody sums it up, “[t]he ekphrasis of the visual artistic image has a special place
in marking the order of creativity. It reminds us of the visible world, and thus of the
sensible universe, but it also speaks of stasis, and artifice — of things out of nature.”! In
“The Stationmaster,” the narrator who creates ekphrasis and includes into it both the
protagonist and the heroine, shows that the world of the post station 1s, essentially, the
world of stasis. The heroine escapes this world by asserting her own free will and by

beginning to create her own novelistic narrative.

61 Doody, 387.
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Chapter Two
Dostoevsky, “The Meek One”:
A Girl as an Icon
Yacom onosmaHo, roIoM He HABEPCTACII.

Pycexas nocrosuya

As George Steiner reminds us in his work 7olstoy or Dostoevsky: An Essay in the Old
Criticism, “Dostoevsky 1s an example of a novelist who must be read with a constant
commitment of our visual imagination.”! Or, as another critic puts it, “Dostoevsky’s spirit
is essentially visual... Eye and not ear is the central organ.”? Thus, Dostoevsky’s readers
may do well to pay attention to not simply the words that the author uses, but to the
visual images that he creates by means of these words. At the same time, Dostoevsky
himself laments the fact that our understanding of life is confined to merely the visible
aspect of human existence. In the essay titled “IT'wo Suicides” (“Dva samoubiistva”),
Dostoevsky writes:

But of course we can never exhaust a whole phenomenon and never reach

its end, or its beginning. We know only the daily flow of the things we see,

and this only on the surface; but the ends and the beginnings are things

that, for human beings, still lie in the realm of the fantastic.

Ho, pasymeercs, HuKOr1a HaM HE UCUEPIIATh BCETO SBJICHU, HE
Jo0paThest 10 KOHIA ¥ Havasa ero. Ham 3HAaKOMO OJHO JIMIIb HACYIIHOE

I George Steiner, Tolstoy or Dostoevsky: an Essay in the Old Criticism (New Haven, Conn: Yale
University Press, 1996), 159.

2 Jonut Anastasiu, “Visual and Audible in Dostoevsky’s and Tolstoy’s Work,” Cogito 3, no. 1
(March 2011), 72.
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BHIVMO-TEKYIIEE, 1a U TO IMOHAIVIANKE, & KOHIIbl YW HauaJIa — 9TO BCE €Ie
oka Jiist uejioBeka paHracruueckoe.’

Dostoevsky makes an attempt to tap into the beginnings and the ends of events in
his story “The Meek One,” the work that he calls “fantastical”* precisely because of the
impossibility of gaining access to the inner world of another human being and of fully
knowing another person’s motivations. At the same time, this attempt seems necessary
not only for the protagonist of the story who is trying to comprehend the cause of his
wife’s suicide, but for Dostoevsky himself who wrote “The Meek One” after being
mspired (or, rather, disturbed) by accounts of suicides committed by two young women.

Dostoevsky initially mentions the two suicides in October 1876, in his Diary of a
Whiter. 'The first suicide had been committed in the summer of that year by the daughter
of a famous Russian emigrant, a girl in her early twenties, who “was born abroad,
Russian by origin but scarcely Russian at all by education.” [pogusmasics 3a rpanumnen,
PYCCKas o KPOBH, HO IIOYTH yX€ COBCEM He pycckas no Bocruranuto.|” The details of
this suicide are shocking despite their simplicity. Dostoevsky writes: “‘She soaked a piece
of cotton wool in chloroform, bound this to her face and lay down on the bed ...” And so
she died.” [Ona Hamoumta Baty x70podopmMoM, 00BsI3aIa cebe ITUM JIMLO U JIerJIa Ha
kpoBarsb... Tak u ymepiia.]® Before she died, however, she wrote a note:

I am setting off on a long journey. If the suicide should not succeed, then

let everyone gather to celebrate my resurrection with glasses of Cliquot. If
1 do succeed, 1 ask only that you not bury me until you have determined that

3 Dostoyevsky, Fyodor, and K. A. Lantz. A Writer's Diary (Evanston, Ill: Northwestern University
Press, 1993), 651. [Dostoevskit, F. M. Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 30-1 tomakh (Leningrad: Nauka,
1972), 23:145]

+1bid., 677. [24:5]
5Thid., 651. [23:145]
6 Ihid., 652. [23:145]
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I am completely dead, because it is most unpleasant to awaken in a coftin
underground. 7hat would not be chic at all!

[Ipenmpuanmato nuuaHOE myTemectsue. Ecim camoybuiictBo He
YIACTCS, TO IIyCTh CODEPYTCs BCE OTIPA3IHOBATH MOE BOCKPECCHHE U3
MepTBbIX Ooxanamu Kimka. A ecim ymacrcst, TO s IPOIIy TOJIBKO, UT00
CXOPOHMJIN MEH3, BIIOJIHE YOEISCh, UTO s MEPTBAs, IOTOMY UTO COBCEM
HEIPUATHO IPOCHYTHC B rpody mox semiteto. OueHb maxe HE MUKAPHO
Bo1meT!’

Dostoevsky is especially bothered by the senseless nature of this suicide and by the

lack of any moral justification for it:

In this nasty vulgar c¢/uc I think I hear a challenge — indignation, perhaps,
or anger — but about what? Persons who are simply vulgar end their lives
by suicide only for material, obvious, external reasons; but it is apparent
that she could not have such reasons.

B atom ragkom, rpyboM muke, mo-MoeMy, CJIBIIIATCS Bb130B MOXET OBbIThH
HEroJ0BaHMUe, 31004, — HO HA uTo Xe? [IpocTo rpybdele HATYPBL
ncTpedIsitoT cebst caMOyOHICTBOM JIMIIB OT MATEPHUAJILHOM, BUIMMOM,
BHEIIHEH IPUYMHBL, 4 II0 TOHY 3AIHCKY BUIHO, UTO y Hee He MOIJIO ObITH
TaKOW NPUUHHbLS

At the same time, he feels that the young woman’s decision to take her own life

was an act of courage (however misguided), a way of rebelling against the apparent clarity

and straightforwardness of the principles that were taught to her in her father’s house:

Here we have a soul of one who has rebelled against the “linearity” of
things, of one who could not tolerate this linearity, which was passed on to
her from childhood in her father’s house. The most hideous thing of all 1s
that she died, of course, without any apparent doubt. Most probably,
there was no conscious doubt in her soul, no “questions.” It is most likely
of all that she believed everything she had been taught since childhood,
without question. And so she simply died from “chilly gloom and
tedium,” in animal, so to say, and unaccountable suffering; it was as if she
could not get enough air and she began to suffocate. Her soul instinctively
could not tolerate linearity and instinctively demanded something more
complex...

71bid., 652. [23:145]

8 Ibid.
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TyT copimmTcs nyma UMEHHO BO3MYTUBIIAACA IPOTHB

“IIPAMOJIMHENHOCTH ~ ABJICHUM, HE BBIHECIIAA STOU MPAMOJIHMHEHHOCTH,

COODILIMBILENCS € B JOMe OTLA ee ¢ gerctBa. Y GesobpasHee Bcero To,

UTO BEIb OHA, KOHEUHO, yMepJIa 6e3 BCAKOIO OTUECTIIMBOIO COMHEHUSL.

CosHaTesIbHOIO COMHEHMSI, TaK HAa3bIBAEMbIX BOIIPOCOB, BEPOSITHEE BCETO,

He OBLIO B JIyIIe €e; BCEMY OHa, YeMy HaydueHa ObliIa C ZEeTCTBA, BEPHIIA

IIPSIMO, Ha CJIOBO, M 9TO BEPHEE BCEr0. 3HAUUT, IIPOCTO yMEPJIA OT

“X0JIOTHOTO Mpaka U CKyKH, C CTPAILAHUEM, TAK CKA3aTh, KUBOTHBIM U

6e30TueTHBIM, IIPOCTO CTAJIO AYIIHO XHUTh, BPOJE TOrO, KAK Obl BO3ILYXY

Hejocrano. Jlyma He BplHECIA IPSIMOJIMHEHHOCTH OE30TUCTHO U

6e30TueTHO mOTpPeGOBaIa Yero-HUOY Ik HoJiee CIOXKHOrO. ..

Dostoevsky contrasts this unquestioning, boredom-induced suicide with another,
“meek” suicide that took place in St. Petersburg on September thirtieth, 1876. From the
account published in the newspaper New Tume (Hosoe spems), we learn that on that day a
young seamstress by the name of Maria Borisova sat down in her rented room in a St.
Petersburg apartment to drink tea. She had complained earlier that day that she had a
headache and was not feeling well. A stranger in a big city, she had left all of her relatives
and friends in Moscow when she came to the northern capital a few months earlier in
search of employment. Though she found a job as a seamstress, her income was meager,
the money was running out, and she was worried about her future. On that day, Maria
Borisova found herself alone in the room, because her landlady had just left the
apartment to go to the market; yet “no sooner than she [the landlady] reached the
bottom of the staircase, pieces of glass started falling in the courtyard”[enBsa ycmena
CITyCTUTBCS C JIECTHULIBL, Kak Ha JBop moJieresn obnomku créxou]!? and then she saw
the girl herself fall to land on the ground. The newspaper reporter later wrote that

Tenants in a building facing the opposite way saw that Borisova had

shattered glass in two window panes and with her legs forward, she
climbed out of the window and onto the roof, crossed herself, and with an

9Ibid., 652-3. [23:145-6]
10 Dostoevskii, 24:381. My translation.
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icon in her hands threw herself down; the icon was an image of the
Mother of God, a blessing from her parents.

ZKunbup! nporuBonooxHoro ¢uinresis Bunesn, kak boprucosa pasoumna
IIBAa CTEKJIA B paMe M HOTAMHU BIIEpe BbLUIC3)IA HA KPBIIIY,
[IePEeKPECTIIIACH U ¢ 00pa3oM B pykax Opocuiacsk BHu3. Ob6pas sTor 6611
sk boxwuen Marepu — 6irarociioserue e€ poguresen.!!

In “T'wo Suicides” Dostoevsky cites the reason that the newspaper reporter gives

for Borisova’s suicide: “because she was absolutely unable to find enough work to make a

living”

[IToTOMY UTO HMKAK He MOIJIA IIPUUCKATE cebe IJIst MpomuTanus paborst].!?

Although in this case the young woman had an obvious reason for extreme

discouragement, she exhibited an astonishing lack of defiance. As Dostoevsky notes in his

essay:

This icon in the hands 1s a strange and unprecedented feature in suicides!
This, now, 1s a meek and a humble suicide. Here, apparently, there was
no grumbling or reproach: it was simply a matter of being unable to live
any longer — “God did not wish it” — and so she died having said her
prayers.

DTOoT 00pa3s B PyKax - CTpAHHAsI ¥ HECJIbIXaHHAS ele B CAMOYyOHUHICTBE
uepTa! DTO yX KaKOe-TO KPOTKOe, CMUpeHHoe camoyouricTso. TyT maxe,
BUJIUMO, HE ObLJI0 HUKAKOI'O POIIOTA MJIK IIOIIPEKaA: IIPOCTO - CTAJIO HEJIb3s
xuth. “bor He 3axoren” u - ymepsia, IOMOJIUBIINCE. |3

Dostoevsky adds that “[t]his meek soul who destroyed herself torments one’s mind

despite oneself” [9Ta kporkas, uctpebusias ceGs gylra HEBOJIBHO MyJaeT MbICJb. | 1+

As a result of this torment he writes the story that initially was titled “A Girl with an Icon”

(“Hesymmka ¢ obpasom”), but that later became “The Meek One,” and the icon that was

mentioned in the account of Borisova’s suicide appears to be crucial for our

11 Thid.

12 Dostoevsky, A Writer’s Diary, 653. [PSS 23:146]
13 Ibid., 653. [23:146]

14 Thid.
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understanding of “The Meek One.” Nonetheless, the mental torment that Dostoevsky
experiences when thinking about the two suicides is caused not simply by the meekness of
Borisova’s act, but by the contrast in attitudes towards life that the two young women
showed. He writes: “But how different these two creatures are — just as if they had come
from two different planets! And how different the two deaths are!” [Ho xakue, ogaaxo
Xe, IIBa Pa3Hble CO3JAHUs, TOYHO 0be ¢ OByx pasHbIx ruiaHer! M xaxue nse pasHble
cmepru!] Finally, he poses the question that strikes at the heart of the matter while
making the motives behind the actions of the two girls almost entirely irrelevant: “And
which, I ask, of these two souls bore more torment on this earth — if such an idle question
is proper and permissible?” [A xoropas u3 9TUX LyII OOJIBIIE MYUHIACH HA 3€MJIC, CCIIH
TOJIBKO MPUJIMUCH U TIO3BOJIMTEJICH TAKON IPasHb1 Bonpoc? |6

Whether this question 1s indeed permissible is a topic for another paper. What is
worth noting, however, is that by asking this question Dostoevsky inadvertently suggests
that we take a close look primarily at the two souls, setting aside for a moment any
material considerations that each of the two women may have been facing. Both of these
souls find their expression in the heroine of Dostoevsky’s story “The Meek One.”
Grasping the concept of two souls with different capabilities to endure torment is key to
understanding the way the narrator of “The Meek One” perceives and, ultimately,
misunderstands the heroine. The narrator of the story is the eponymous heroine’s
husband. Shocked by his wife’s death, he attempts to reconstruct all the events that lead
up to her suicide and oscillates between worshipping her and accusing her of being

unoriginal. Despite the story’s simple title, the heroine (who, incidentally, has no name)

15 Ihid.
16 Thid.



Jordan 76

combines the attributes that are exhibited by both the daughter of the Russian emigrant
and by Maria Borisova. The story’s narrator, however, insists on seeing her as a one-
dimensional character, incapable of deep feeling. By doing so, he in the end confines
himself not only to a solitary existence, but also to being forever unable to “exhaust the
whole phenomenon” that the appearance of the meek one signifies in his life.

When changing the story’s title from “A Girl with an Icon” to “The Meek One,”
brevity was hardly Dostoevsky’s only motive. As the author’s idea for the story evolved,
so did his understanding of his characters. By switching from the more descriptive “A
Girl with an Icon” to the simple and understated “The Meek One,” he draws the readers’
attention to the heroine’s internal qualities as opposed to her outward appearance or
actions. This single adjective in the feminine form seems to point towards the essence of
the heroine and sets her apart from her environment. Yet there is an inherent
contradiction in the idea of a meek suicide and a question arises regarding both
Dostoevsky’s definition of meekness and the narrator’s view of it. To find out whether the
heroine is indeed meek or not, I suggest that we look not for a girl with an icon as the
original title suggests but for a girl as an icon because this is what she ultimately becomes.
Although in each of these instances the person in question is the same, by changing our
focus we can examine the value not only of the icon to the heroine, but also of the
heroine’s iconic presence to the narrator. At the same time, by considering the heroine’s
icon-like qualities, we can begin to understand the nature of both the narrator’s
iconophobia and iconophilia. Linked like two sides of the same coin, both the icon and
the heroine point towards the metaphysical reality that the story’s narrator yearns for, but
in the face of which he proves to be blind. Two notions are essential in our analysis:

ekphrasis and inverse perspective. Though rarely seen together, these terms provide a
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framework for elucidating both character relationships within the story and the author’s
expectations for his readers.

By his own admission, Dostoevsky reworks the newspaper account into “neither a
story nor just notes,” but a “fantastic story” that he himself considers “realistic to the
highest degree” [B Beicuien crenenu peansubiM].!” The dichotomy of “realistic” and
“fantastic” suggests that each of these categories has value, but it takes work on the
readers’ part to figure out where and how they come together to convey meaning. This is
especially true when it comes to ekphrastic writing, or writing about a visual image, where
so much depends on the reader’s imagination. Dostoevsky recognizes this and from the
very beginning invokes his readers’ ability to imagine. He writes in the Preface to the
story:

Imagine a husband whose only a few hours earlier has killed herself by

jumping out a window; her body now lies on the table before him. He 1s

in a state of bewilderment and still has not managed to collect his

thoughts. He paces through the apartment, trying to make sense of what

has happened, to “focus his thoughts.”

[Ipexncrasere cebe MyXa, y KOTOPOIO JIEKHT HA CTOJIC XEHA, CAMOYOUIIIa,

HECKOJIBKO YacOB IIepe ] TeM BblOpocusIasics us okouka. OH B cMATCHUM

U elie He yCIes cobpars cBoux Mblcser. OH XOIUT 10 CBOUM KOMHATAM U

CTApaeTCsi OCMBICJIATE CIYUMBIIEECs, ‘COOPATH CBOM MBICJIH B TOUKY.” 18

Dostoevsky explains that he has tried to make the narrative that follows sound as if
it was recorded by a stenographer in real time: rough and unedited, thus reflecting the
true psychological order of the narrator’s thoughts. Having set a mise-en-scéne, the

author steps out of the picture, and from that moment on we get all of our information

from a first person narrator who has been a participant in the majority of the events that

17 Thid., 677. [24:5]
18 Thid., 677. [24:5]
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he describes. Since he is still trying to gather his thoughts, he comes across as an honest
but unreliable narrator. In fact, he can be seen as an oblivious narrator. What he tells us
about his wife and their relationship shows us what sort of a person she was and what role
she played in his life, but he, of all people, continues to be confused and blind on both
accounts. The narrator does talk a great deal and even addresses an audience
apologetically: “Gentlemen, I'm certainly not a literary man, and you’ll see that for
yourselves; but never mind: I’ll tell you what happened as I understand it myself.”
[T'ocogma, st maiexo He JIUTEPATOP, U BBl 9TO BUIUTE, JA U IIyCTh, & PACCKAXY, KaK CaM
nonumato. B Tom-To 1 Bech yxac mom, uro st Bc€ monumaro!]!? Yet it should be kept in
mind that he is alone in the room, the whole story is a solipsistic soliloquy, and, in the
words of James Phelan, the author of the story “arranges [his] descriptions so that we can
understand more than [the first-person narrator] is aware he 1s communicating.”?’

The most readily apparent reason for considering “The Meek One” as an
example of ekphrastic writing has to do with the fact that an icon served as an impetus for
writing it.2! Although James Heffernan’s definition of ekphrasis as a “verbal
representation of visual representation”?? runs the risk of expanding the meaning of
ekphrasis to the point of it losing its distinctive qualities, this concept of representation is
especially useful when it comes to analyzing a literary work that is imbued with Christian

aesthetics. While the narrator’s description of the icon falls under the category of writing

19 Ibid., 678. [24:6]
20 James Phelan, Narrative as Rhetoric: Technique, Audiences, Ethics, Ideology (Columbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1996), 66. My emphasis.

21 For a detailed discussion of the connection that existed between early Christian icons and their
ekphrases, wee Cornelia A. Tsakiridou’s Icons in time, persons in eternity: Orthodox theology and the
aesthetics of the Christian image (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2013).

22 James Heffernan, “Ekphrasis and Representation,” New Literary History 22, no. 2 (Spring, 1991),
299.



Jordan 79

about visual art, his portrayal of the heroine is ekphrastic not only because it conforms to
the original definition of ekphrasis as a form of progymnasmata, but also because
Christianity considers each human being to be an instantiation of a divine prototype.

In “The Meek One” Dostoevsky presents to his readers on the one hand an icon
that is an artistic representation of the divine prototype, and on the other a heroine who 1s
a corporeal representation of a divine prototype. These two concepts are intertwined in
the text in a way that makes it difficult to imagine one without the other. Moreover, the
Russian word for ‘icon,’ thona, derives from the Greek ekona that means image or portrait,
and the Russian word for ‘image’ — obraz — can refer to both a living person and a
venerated religious image. As Konstantin Barsht explains, “Dostoevsky considered a
person’s face to be the true expression of the spiritual significance of its owner, a genuine
reflection of the image and likeness of the Creator of the universe.”?3 Thus, the most
important part of a human body as a corporeal representation of a divine prototype 1s the
face, in which Dostoevsky sought “human facial image [uenoBeueckust nux] ... its quality
of single and unrepeatable individuality; the unity, in other words, of the internal (the
‘idea’) and the external (the face) in man — the unity of the facial image [nuk].2* More
than the mirror of the soul, “[a] man’s face is the image of his personality, his spirit, his
human worth.”?® For this reason, the icon that the heroine is holding in her arms when
she commits suicide and that Sophie Ollivier describes as “a witness, a companion, a

sheet-anchor ... a way of neutralizing, of sublimating the taking of life condemned by the

23 Barsht, 46.
24 Ibid., 23.
25 Qtd, in Barsht, 23.
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Church,”?6 becomes more than either a necessary item of religious worship or a symbol of
defiance. Its role extends beyond ritual as it turns our attention towards the human being
himself.

The heroine of the story is an orphan who lives with two abusive aunts. Wishing
to escape from her aunts’ house, the she pawns her belongings to obtain money so she
can advertise in a newspaper her services as a governess. The narrator, a pawnbroker
who lends her the money, confesses that initially he paid little attention to her. He was
“struck by the things she brought” [mopasunu e€ Bewu|?’ before he ever singled her out
in the crowd of customers. Her physical appearance is rather ordinary. He describes her
as “delicate and blonde, a little taller than average” [Tonenbkast, 6eJIOKypEHBKAL, CPEIHE-
BblcOKOrO pocral,”® unconfrontational, and for the most part silent. Her age is somewhat
difficult to determine: “she seemed terribly young, so young she might have been
fourteen. Whereas in actual fact she was only a few months short of sixteen.” [yxacuao
MOJIOJIA, TAK MOJIOJIA, UTO TOYHO YETHIPHANIATE JIeT. A MeX TeM el Toraa yx ObLro 6es
Tpex mecsues mectHanuaTk.|2? Convinced of his own professionalism and self-
importance, he treats her the same way he treats other clients: “Strict, strict, strict.”
[Crporo, crporo u crporo.]?? In other words, emotional neutrality and a strickt
adherence to the terms of financial agreements were the rules by which he runs his

pawnshop. Only once his allows himself to make careless remark that insults the heroine.

26 Sophie Ollivier, “Icons in Dostoevsky’s Works,” Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition, ed. by
George Pattison and Diane Oenning Thompson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2001), 62-3.

27 Dostoevsky, A Whriter’s Diary, 679. [Dostoevskii, PSS, 24:6-7]
28 Ibid., 679. [24:6].

29 Ibid., 679. [24:7]

30 Ibid.
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To this, as always, she says nothing in response; however, to his own surprise, on that
occasion the pawnbroker notices a sudden change in her eyes: “Heavens, how she
flushed! She had big, blue, wistful eyes, but there was fire in them then! She had big,
blue, wistful eyes, but there was fire in them then! She didn’t say a word, though. Just
took up her ‘remnants’ and left.” [bartomku, xax Bcnbixuyia! I'tasa y men rosryosie,
GosibIIme, 33 yMUMBbBIE, HO - Kak 3aropesucsk! Ho Hu cjtoBa He BhipoHMIIA, B3sU1a CBOM
“ocrarku” u - Boiiwia. 3! This flaring up of her face betrays some unknown strength of
character that is concealed behind the heroine’s plain appearance and taciturn
demeanor.??

At the time when it happens the narrator only describes the change in the
heroine’s countenance, but offers no interpretation of it. Konstantin Barsht writes that if
Dostoevsky’s characters “demonstrate the ability to ‘read people by their faces, this is an

important indication of their spiritual development and moral qualities.”?3 The narrator

31 Ibid.

32 The word scnvixnysaa that Ronald Meyer translates as “flared up” refers to a character’s face
suddenly turning red. Dostoevsky uses this word on several occasions, and it can signal
indignation as well as embarrassment. For example, in “The Gambler” the general whom
the narrator believes to be in love with Polina blushes [Bcupixayst] when she enters the room:
“it seems to me that his love for Polina is boundless. When she came in, he flared up like the
glow of a fire.” [Mue kaxercs, uro on GecnpegnensHo Bmo6acH B [losmuy. Korma ona soma,
OH BCObIXHYJ, Kak 3apeBo.| (Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Gambler. Translated by Hugh Aplin
(London: Hesperuc Classics, 2006), 5). [Dostoevskii, PSS, 5:210]. By contrast, in Grime and
Punishment Katerina Ivanovna’s face flares up in indignation when someone insults Sonia:
“Katerina Ivanovna’s face flushed and immediately she noted loudly ... that the one who sent
it [the plate] over is, of course, a ‘drunk ass.””’[Kareprna MBaHoBHa BCIIBIXHYJIA K TOTUAC XKE
IPOMKO 3aMCTHJIA ... UTO IEPECJABLUINHT (TAPEJIKY), KOHCUHO, ‘TbsaHb1N oceut.’| [PSS, 6:297].
Similarly, Liza in The Possessed flares up: “Whether you paid with your life or mine — this is
what I wanted to ask. Or have you completely lost the ability to understand? — Lisa flared
up.” [CBoecto mim MO€I0 XU3HBIO 3AILIATHIIH, BOT UTO S XOTeaa cupocuts. Mim Bel coBcem
Tenepb MOHUMATh nepecranu? - scnbixaysaa Jlusa.] [PSS, 10:131]. The heroine’s blushing in
“The Meek One” is difficult to interpret, for it can be a sign of both of these emotions. The
narrator does not offer any interpretation at this time. He only describes the heroine’s
reaction.

33 Barsht, 31.
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conveys this information while still trying to collect his thoughts and to make sense of it
all, although clarity does not come easily to him. He does remember, however, that it is
at the moment when the meek one came that he “particularly noticed her for the first time
and thought something of this sort about her — I mean something quite particular.”
[3ameTHUI ee B IIEPBBIF pa3 OCOOCHHO U MOJyMAJI UTO-TO O HEH B 3TOM POJIE, TO €CTh
HMMEHHO uTO-T0 B 0ocoberHoM poxe].3* Much later, when recounting the events that
preceded the suicide, the pawnbroker believes that he knows the answer to the question
posed in the title of one of the chapters “Who Was I and Who Was She.” [Kro 6bu1 st 1
k1o Obuia oHa.]? He is convinced that the girl that he married is young, impressionable,
and, when influenced by the wrong ideas, is capable of “rebellion” [6yrm].35

At the same time, the heroine’s large eyes and taciturn behavior make her more
like another person who is submission personified — the Mother of God [boroposuma]
who 1s depicted on the icon that the meek one pawns in an act of desperation. The
heroine’s features remind one of what can be seen on an Eastern Orthodox icon that “is
meant to be neither ‘touching’ nor sentimental,” and therefore difficult to interpret.?” At
the same time, the mentioning of her eyes draws the readers’ attention to her face, thus
making her icon-like, because in iconography the face is “the visual center of the body
[that] dominates everything else.””38

Sophie Ollivier observes that when Dostoevsky’s characters find themselves

“[f]ace to face with the icons [they] reveal their inmost selves,” and the attitude that the

3¢ Dostoevsky, A Whriter’s Diary 679. [PSS, 24:7]. Emphasis in the original.
35 Ibid., 678. [24:6]

36 Ihid., 680. [24:7]. Emphasis in the original.

37 Quenot, 87.

38 Ibid., 93.
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characters have toward the icons determines “the effect which the icons will have on
them.”3? The pawnbroker’s attitude towards icons as well as the icon-like heroine is
polysemantic. This is not the first time that Dostoevsky has placed his heroine in the
company of a skeptical protagonist, or an icon-like woman next to a typical underground
man. Ollivier notes that in an earlier story written by Dostoevsky, “The Landlady”
(“Xossmka,” 1847), the silent heroine Katerina “[w]ith her attentive and sorrowful eyes”
becomes “an iconic image”*" for the male protagonist, a solitary dreamer who, according
to A.L. Bem, “has not understood himself, has not created his philosophy of the
underground and is therefore helpless in the face of reality.”*! Because of this lack of self-
knowledge, he is unable to understand the heroine either. Similarly, Konstantin
Mochulsky observes that Sofia in Dostoevsky’s novel A Raw Youth (1875) is “the image of a
humble and suffering mother, almost an icon”*? who is attached to Versilov, a male
character with a split personality whose disrespect for icons matches his emotional
abusiveness towards Sofia. To this group we can add another Sofia, a female character in
The Brothers Karamazov (1878 — 1880), the woman who had the misfortune of being
married to Feodor Karamazov. Whereas her husband mocks her for her religious faith,
one of the most valuable childhood memories that her son Alyosha has is that of her
praying fervently in front of an icon. Thus, the heroine of “The Meek One” is not alone

either in her iconicity or in being misunderstood by the male protagonist. What does

39 Ibid., 51.
40 ITbid., 58.

4 Ollivier, 58. Qtd. from A.L. Bem, ‘Dramatizatsiia breda (Rhoziatka Dostoevskogo),” O
Dostoevskom 1 (Prague, 1929), 78.

#2.Qtd. in Ollivier, 61. From Konstantin Mochulskii, Dostoevskii: Shizn’ i tvorchestvo (Paris, 1947),
429.



Jordan 84

make her stand out from her counterparts is the extent of her transformation in the
course of the story.

Having pawned the “remnants,” the heroine comes back to the pawn shop with
an icon, and it is here that a more pronounced connection between her and Orthodox
iconography is made. She brings her most valued possession, an icon of the Bogoroditsa
with child, “an ancient, family household icon in a silver, gilded frame, worth, maybe, six
rubles.” [moMauIHUM, CEMEHHBIN, CTAPUHHBIN, pHU3a CepeOpsIHas 30JI0UCHAS - CTOUT - HY,
py6uient wecrsb crout.|*3 At this time the pawnbroker’s claims to rationality, which he
makes especially vociferously later in the story, are already beginning to unravel. Seeing
monetary value in the frame alone, the pawnbroker suggests that the heroine should keep
the image. He quickly estimates that the metal plating on the icon is worth six roubles.
Inexplicably, he offers ten. She insists on taking only five. He then suggests that the girl
should leave the metal plating at the shop and take the image itself home. She refuses.
He feels very uncomfortable when he takes the image with the frame. During their
exchange, although she is clearly in a weaker financial and social position, she sounds
much more assertive than does the pawnbroker:

“Wouldn’t it be better to remove the frame and take back the
icon?” I'said. “It’s an icon, after all, and somehow it seems not quite the
thing to do ...”

“Is this against the rules to take an icon?”

“No, it’s not against the rules, but still, you yourself, perhaps...”

“Well, take off the frame.”

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, after a little thought, “We’ll keep it in
the frame; I’ll put it over there in the icon case with my others, under the

lamp ... and Il just give you ten rubles for it.”
“I don’t need ten. Just give me five, and I'll certainly redeem it.”

# Dostoevsky, 681. [PSS, 24:8]
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T'oBopto e syume Ob1 pusy cHATDH, a 0Opa3 yHecuTe; a T oopas

BCE-TAKH KaK-TO TOTO.

— A pasBe BaM 3anpemneHo?

— Her, He To uTo0 3anpemeno, a Tax, MOXET ObITh, BAM CAMUM...
— Hy, caumure.

— 3Haere uTo, 1 He OyJly CHUMATh, 4 [IOCTABJIIO BOH TYJA B KHOT

... F TIPOCTO-3AIIPOCTO BO3BMUTE AECSTH PYOJICH.

— MBHe He HaJO HmecATH, TAUTE MHE IIATh, sI HEIPEMEHHO

BBIKyILIIO.

Finally, with reluctance, he takes the icon and puts it into his personal icon case, a
kiot. The pawnbroker’s inability to verbalize the reason why it is inappropriate to pawn
the image along with the frame, is amplified at the very end of the story when following
his wife’s suicide he cannot identify the source for the moral maxim that comes to his
mind: “‘Love one another.” Who said that? Whose commandment 1s that?” [“Jliou,
Jiobure Jpyr gpyra” — xTo 910 ckasain? yen sto 3aser?|* There are rudiments of
religious upbringing that hide deep in his brain that have been quashed by his feeling of
wounded pride and his desire for revenge, very similar to what the Underground Man
deals with in Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground (Sanucxu us nodnosvs, 1864).

Barsht remarks that Dostoevsky’s characters “systematically hang portraits of each
other on the walls of their flats, and the semantic context of their locations is no less
important than the domestic environment of the hero himself.”*6 Although, from a
technical standpoint, in “The Meek One” we are dealing with an icon, not a portrait, the
principle remains the same. It has probably been a struggle for the heroine to bring her

icon to the pawnshop, which is why she saves it till the very end. Surely, she has been

hoping that she would not have to pawn her parents’ blessing. Having pawned

44 Thid., 681-2. [24:8-9]
15 Ibid., 717. [24:35]
46 Barsht, 27.
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everything else and not having been able to buy any of her items back, it is unlikely that
she will be able to reclaim her icon either. On the surface, the transfer of the icon from
the heroine’s possession to the pawnbroker’s can be considered as a foreshadowing of
what happens to the heroine later. Once her icon is in the pawnbroker’s possession, it
seems that the only option left for the heroine is to follow her icon, and this is exactly
what happens. At the end of their conversation, the meek one casts “a swift and
penetrating glance” [GbicTpbiM 1 TPOHUKHYTHIM B3DLsinom|*” at the pawnbroker, which
again he attributes to her youthful sincerity and naiveté. Having soon found out that she
has exhausted her material resources, he proposes to her a few days later. After carefully
considering his proposal for a few minutes (that is all she was allotted), she accepts his
invitation and moves to his apartment after the wedding. Thus, the heroine follows her
icon to the pawnshop.

Strictly speaking, the meek one had not pawned the image along with the frame,
which means that should she change her mind later, she can claim it back and leave the
frame at the shop. Nevertheless, it was her decision to leave the icon at the pawnshop,
and, similarly, it was her conscious decision to accept the narrator’s offer of marriage.
The pawnbroker is all the time convinced that she will accept his proposal, and indeed, “I
scarcely need to tell you that she said yes right there by the gate.” [Pasymeercs, ona tyr
xe y Bopor ckasana MHe “na”].*® Yet he has to admit that “she stood there by the gate
and thought for a long time before she said ‘Yes.”” [ona TyT Xe y BOpPOT J10JIr0 mymasa,

npexae ueM ckasana “na.”’|*? She knows that just as she does not have to leave the image

47 Dostoevsky, 683. [24:9]
8 Ibid., 686. [24:12]
4 Ibid. 686. [24:12]
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at the pawnshop, she does not have to marry the pawnbroker. Her circumstances are
dismal, and one can easily argue that it is not much of a choice when a young girl has to
marry either a cerebral and self-centered pawnbroker or a two times self-made widower,
a merchant who “had already driven two wives to their graves with his beatings, and now
he was looking for a third” [O= yx nByX %€H ycaxapui ¥ UCKaJ TPETHIO, BOT ¥ HATJLSAIEI
e€].>% She may seem desperate in those circumstances, and she certainly does to the
narrator.

Nevertheless, Dostoevsky shows that the heroine thinks through the issue before
making a decision, regardless of how limited her options are. Only after her death, when
the narrator looks back at their meeting by the gate, does he realize to his horror that at
that moment the heroine was seriously weighing her options in her mind: a life of
suffering next to the pawnbroker or a sure death by the merchant’s hand and wondering
which option is better. The author gives her a chance to exercise judgment and to make
a conscious decision. He further reinforces this idea by having a servant, Lukerya, thank
the pawnbroker for marrying the girl but asking him not to talk about it: “God will
reward you, sir, for taking our dear miss! Only don’t tell her that; she’s such a proud
one.” [bor Bam sarurarur, cyjape, UTo HaIly OAPBIIIHIO MIJIYIO Oepere, TOJIBKO Bbl €1
9710 He rosopure, oHa ropaast.]°! Whereas the narrator’s knowledge of the heroine’s
character is based on his conversations with her during her visits to the pawnshop,
Lukerya has had time to observe and interact with the heroine over a longer period of
time and to get a better idea of what the lady 1s like. Just as he has failed to understand

the nature of her earlier “rebellion” at the pawnshop, he disregards the gravity of Lukerya’s

50 Ibid., 684. [24:10]
51 Ibid., 686. [24:12]
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warning and prematurely rejoices in his perceived triumph over her: ““A proud one,
indeed! ‘I like those proud ones,” I thought. Proud women are especially beautiful when
... well, when you have no more doubts about your power over them, isn’t it so?” [Hy,
ropgast! , meckars, cam mo6mo ropaeHpkuX. 1'opible ocobeHHO XOpouH, Korja... Hy,
KOTJIA YK HE COMHEBACLILCS B CBOEM HAJl HUMM MOIyLIECTBe, a?]?

The heroine’s acceptance of the pawnbroker’s proposal is a turning point in the
story. The question that it now poses is whether the heroine is indeed meek as the title
suggests or proud as Lukerya says. Is it possible that she combines both traits? Or 1s she
struggling with two conflicting impulses, thus essentially tearing her soul in two?

The narrator confesses that he marries the heroine with an “idea” in mind:

But I at once threw cold water on all this rapture of hers. That was just

my plan, you see. When she was elated, I would respond with silence — a

benevolent silence, of course ... but still she would quickly see that we

were two very different people and that I was an enigma.”

Ho st Bcé 910 yrioenue Ty xe 06man cpasy xosiogHon Bojon. Bor B Tom-

To 1 OpuTa MOt uuest. Ha Bocropru st orBeuan mouanueM,

6JIarOCKJIOHHBIM, KOHEYHO... HO BCE X€ OHA OBICTPO YBUIATA, UTO Mbl

PasHMLIA U UTO s - 3arajka.’’

He then elaborates to his audience what his plan was at the time:

“Severe, proud, needing no one’s moral consolation, suffering in silence.”

That is how it was; I didn’t lie, really I didn’t! “One day she will see for

herself that it was a matter of my nobility” — only she wasn’t able to see it

then — “and when she eventually realizes it, she will have ten times more

esteem for me and will fall to her knees, her hands folded in ardent

prayer.” That was the plan.

“CYpOB, ropl 1 B HpaBCTBCHHBIX YTCIICHUIX HU B UbHUX HEC HYXIACTCA,

crpagaer mosrua.” Tak oHO m 6bLTO0, He Jiras, He jarain! “YBUIAT TOTOM
caMa, 4To TyT ObLIO BEJIUKOMYIINE, HO TOJIBKO OHA HE CyMeJIa 3aMETHUTh, -

52 Thid.
55 Ibid., 688. [24:13]
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U KaK IOramaercs 00 9TOM KOrma-HUOY b, TO OLEHUT BIECATEPO U MAeT
B IIpax, CJI0Xa B MobOe pyku.” Bor mian.>?

He 1s convinced that the magnanimity in young people is worthless because it
does not come as a result of life experience: “the nobility of youth is very charming but
1sn’t worth a penny. And why not? Because it is acquired cheaply and is not obtained

333

through experience. It’s all ‘the first impressions of existence.” [Benuxomymre
MOJIOZEKU IIPEJIECTHO, HO - rpoma He cTouT. [louemy He crout? IloTromy uro nemeso en
JOCTAETCS, IIOJIyUMIIOCh HE XUBIIHU, BCE 9TO, TAK CKA3aTh, TICPBbIE BIICUATIICHILL
obiTrs. |2 For this reason, he wants to put the girl in a position where she has to suffer
confusion and humiliation, which would cause her to abandon her abstract ideas and to
develop instead the kind of genuine charity towards him that comes from the heart, not
from abstract ideas of someone else. Never mind that she will have to develop these
feelings towards the very person who causes her to suffer in the first place.

His plan fails, however. Early in their marriage, the heroine’s response to her
husband’s stern lectures regarding the value of money is rather passive: “She would open
her big eyes, listen to me, and not say a word.” [PackpsiBasa Sosbime riasa, ciaymasia,
cMotpena u ymosikaina.|’% Trying to mold the heroine into someone who will adore him

for his past and present suffering, the pawnbroker acts “with pride, and barely [says] a

word of it.” [mericTBOBaII rOpf0CTHIO, roBOpIII outy Mosrya.|?’ In fact, he is quite

54 Thid., 692-3. [24:16-7]
55 Thid., 688. [24:14]
56 Ihid., 688. [24:13]
57 Ihid., 688. [24:14]
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proud of his uncommon communication skills as he notes with self-satisfaction, “I am an
expert at speaking while barely saying a word” [A s Mmacrep MoJyiua roBopurs|.>®

To the heroine, the silent suffering and the proud severity that are meant to be
perceived as a facade hiding deeper nobility of character are more irritating than
puzzling. The pawnbroker tries to bring his wife into his business, but at the same time
he insists that his money gives him unquestionable authority in his affairs: “the right to
regard life through my eyes” [mpaBo cmorpers Ha xusHb Mmoumu raaszamul.’? His goal is to
save thirty thousand rubles in three years, and in order to do this he must not only live
frugally, but also resist any temptation to be generous with his customers. No sooner than
he starts talking about his own view on things, a subtle reversal takes place. During their
first confrontation after the wedding, the pawnbroker addresses his wife “mildly but
firmly and reasonably” [3aroBopm xpoTko, HO TBepo U pe3oHHO|%; however, her
reaction shocks him:

Suddenly she jumped to her feet, all a-tremble, and — can you believe it? —

suddenly started stamping her feet at me. She was a wild beast; she was

having a fit; she was a wild beast having a fit. I was numb in amazement: I

had never expected antics like this.

Oma BIpyr BCKOUMIIA, BIPYT BCA 3aTPACIACH U - UTO Obl Bbl IyMaJIH -

BIIPYT 3aTONAJa HA MEHS HOTAMH; 9TO OBLI 3BEPh, 9TO ObLI IPHUIIAJIOK, ITO

ObL1 3Bepb B mpumnagke. S omeneHesn o U3yMJICHU: TAKOH BBIXOIKH

HUKOr1a He oxunai.b!

Had not Lukerya warned him? Had not he already witnessed once her “rebellion”?

The pawnbroker, who has been trying to force his wife to believe that his pride

conceals his own meekness, is at this moment presented with the proof that the young

%8 Ibid., 688-9. [24:14]

59 Ibid., 693. [24:17]. Emphasis in the original.
60 Ibid., 693. [24:17]

61 Ibid., 693. [24:17]
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lady indeed is proud. At the same time, her “penetrating glance” allows her to see that
the pawnbroker’s stern demeanor hides not his meekness, but his vengeful malice. The
pawnbroker is shocked because despite his comments about “the proud ones” being
“particularly nice,” he fails to recognize that his wife is not a one-dimensional character.
Clearly, the narrator is not aware of the fact that the heroine has not one prototype, but
two, and that these prototypes can be viewed as complete opposites of each other. As
Barsht explains, Dostoevsky knows that “[t]he greatest difficulty [is] that man is
constantly changing and at any moment of his existence is not identical to himself, is not
‘like himself’.”6? The pawnbroker, however, is constantly focused on himself and tends to
typecast characters around him. He simply cannot fathom that someone whom he
defines as one thing would suddenly turn out to be something completely different.

To the narrator’s credit, at the time when he 1s telling his story, he looks back and
identifies the precise moment when the scales begin to fall from his eyes. It happens
when following a prolonged period of alienation between him and his wife, the heroine
suddenly starts singing to herself and in his presence. Her singing puts him in a state of
rapture [Bocropr].53 Not knowing what to do with himself, he rushes out of the
apartment. He remembers: “The poor, cracked, broken note began to ring in my soul
once more. | could scarcely catch my breath. The shroud was falling from my eyes!”
[Hanmrpecryras, 6e iHeHbKAS, TOPBABLIASLCS HOTKA BIPYT OILITH 3a3BCHENA B JyIIC
moen. Mue nyx saxparbiBaio. [lanana, magana ¢ rias nesena!”|%* It is not clear

whether he recognizes that the scales were falling at that particular moment or if this

62 Barsht, 25.
63 Pushkin, 707. [24:27]
64 Ihid.
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realization comes to him later, when he thinks back on the events of that day after the
suicide has taken place. He wanders around the streets for some time, but then he runs
home and makes a very unexpected and frenzied confession of adoration for his wife:
Yes, I fell down at her feet. She leaped up quickly, but with extraordinary
strength I grasped both her hands to hold her back.
And I understood the dull depth of my despair, I understood it
completely! But — can you believe it? — my soul was so overflowing with
rapture that I thought I would die. Ikissed her feet in happiness, in
ecstasy. Yes, in immeasurable, boundless happiness — and this with
complete awareness of the hopelessness of my despair!
Ha, s cBaymuics ert B Horu. OnHa ObICTPO BCKOUMIIA, HO 5 C
UPE3BBIYANHOO CHIIOIO YIEPXKAII €€ 32 00€ PYKH.
W s nonnmasn BnoJiHe Moe otuasinue, o, nouumain! Ho, Bepure
JIV, BOCTOPT KHIIEJI B MOEM CEPALE JO0 TOTO HEYAEPXKHMO, UTO S IyMAJL,
uTo s ymMpy. 4l neyoBa ee Horu B ynmoeHuu u B cuactee. Jla, B cuacrse,
6e3MepHOM U HECKOHEUHOM, U 9TO IPU TIOHUMAHUU-TO BCEIO
0€3BbIXOJIHOI'O MOEro oTuagHuA!65
Earlier the pawnbroker claimed that he married the meek one in order to mold
her character and to make her earn his trust in her magnanimity; however, his reaction to
her singing indicates that he suddenly begins to see her as a way to his own salvation. He
realizes that the world that exists within her is larger and more complex than he ever
thought, that her sense of inner freedom can be battered but not destroyed, and that her
magnanimity is not subject to his manipulations. His wounded pride and his desire for
revenge against society at this moment could have been quenched in him through the
realization that his wife is simply and unquestionably a better person than he is.

On her part, she continues to treat him magnanimously. When the pawnbroker

falls on his knees and embarrasses her, instead of asking him to stop torturing her, she

65 Ihid., 707. [24:28]
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asks him to stop tormenting himself. Yet he “paid no heed to her pleas, or scarcely any
heed” [He cMoTpen Ha MPockOBL MU Mao cMoTpe].5

This idolizing declaration of love and submission is probably the last thing that the
heroine expects from her austere husband, and this is probably what leads her to commit
suicide, because she married him in order to suffer, not to be worshipped. The heroine,
who has already pawned her cherished icon of the Bogoroditsa and soon afterwards
followed it into the discomforting space of the pawnbroker’s apartment, finds herselfin a
situation where suddenly and against her will she is turned into an idol. As Ollivier
observes, in Dostoevsky’s works, only female characters pray before icons, and by doing
so “they become very much like its divine archetype. Women do not act and do not
change the world. They represent the iconic image of redemption in a world threatened
by idols.”%7 The narrator feels that if anyone is going to save him from his misery, it is his
wife and no one else. He now focuses all of his attention on her, but his act of
worshipping her underscores the impossibility of his salvation:

I wept, I tried to say something, but could not. She felt terribly ashamed

that I was kissing her feet and pulled them away, but I at once began

kissing the spot on the floor where her feet had been ... She was about to

go into hysterics, I could see; her hands were trembling. But I wasn’t

thinking about that and kept mumbling that I loved her, that I would not

get up: “Let me kiss the hem of your dress ... let me worship you this way

for the rest of my life ...”

4 rurakasi, rOBOPHII UTO-TO, HO HE MOT TOBOPHTSH ... i1 6p110 cTpamHo

CTBLIHO, UTO 5 LEJIYIO €€ HOTH, ¥ OHA OTHUMAJIA UX, HO 5 TYT X€ LIeJIOBAJ

TO MECTO Ha IOJIy, e CTosuIa ee Hora ... Hacrynmana ncrepuxa, st 910

BUIICJI, PYKH €€ B3IPAruBaIH, - 1 00 9TOM He JyMaJl U BCE GOPMOTAII €,

UTO 5 ee JItOOJII0, UTO s He BCTaHyY, “Jal MHE LIEJIOBATH TBOE ILJIATHE ...
Tak BClO XHU3Hb HA TeOs MOJIATHCA ... 08

66 IThid., 711. [24:30]
67 Ollivier, 64.
68 Dostoevsky, 708. [24:28]
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The pawnbroker sees the shock on his wife’s face and recognizes that it is he who
caused both the shock and the nervous breakdown mentioned earlier: “I don’t know — I
don’t remember, but suddenly she broke into shudders and sobs; a terrible fit of hysterics
began. I had frightened her.” [He 3nato, He momHI0, — 1 BIPYT OHA 3apblIaia 1
3aTpSICJIACh; HACTYIIUJI CTPAIIHBIN Npunaok ucrepuku. S ucnyran eé.]®® Somewhere
in his mind he recognizes that the sudden switch from one extreme to another, from
tyranny to servitude, is quite unexpected, but he is not at all bothered by it. Moreover, he
continues to plead with her to let him subjugate himself to her:

But the most important thing for me was not that, it was my urge — which

grew ever stronger — to lie down again at her feet, to kiss them, to kiss the

ground on which her feet stood, to worship her. “There is nothing,

nothing more than I ask of you,” I kept repeating. “Don’t say anything,

don’t pay any attention to me, just let me sit in the corner and look at you.

Turn me into your thing, your lapdog...” She wept.

Ho riaBHOe 1151 MeHS GBLIO HE B TOM, a B TOM, UTO MHe BCE Hoiiee u

HEyIEPXHMee XOTEJIOCh OILITH JIEXATh y €€ HOT, ¥ OILITH LIEJIOBATh,

LIEJIOBATH 3€MJII0, HA KOTOPOM CTOST €€ HOTH, ¥ MOJIUTHCS €1 U — OOJIbIIIe

s1 HIUETO, HUUETO HE CIIPOLIy y Tebs, — IMOBTOPSLI 51 IOMUHYTHO, — HE

OTBEYAN MHE HUUETO, HE 3aMeYal MEHs BOBCE, ¥ TOJIBKO JaW U3 yIJia

cMOTpeTh Ha TeOs1, 00paTH MEHS B CBOIO BElb, B COOAUOHKY...” OHa

raxasna.’’

Despite the frantic nature of his behavior, he claims that he saw and understood
everything: “I could see, after all, that I was putting a great burden on her, don’t think
that I was so stupid and such an egotist that I didn’t see that. I could see it all, right down
to the last detail; I saw it and knew it better than anyone: all my despair stood out for all

P’

to see!” [/l Bumest Benb, UTO 5 €M B TATOCTH, HE JyMANTE, UTO I OBLI TAK TUIYII M TAKOM

3TOHCT, UTO 9TOr0 He BuieJL. S BcE Bumest, BCE 10 MOCeTHER UEPTh1, BUIEI U 3HAI

69 Ibid.
70 Ibid., 709. [24:28]
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Jiyuiire Beex; Bc€ Moe oruasiaue crosuto Ha Buay!]’! Then he adds, “Why do you say that
I looked and saw nothing?” [3auem Bb1 rOBOpUTE, UTO 51 CMOTPEJI M HUUETO HE BUEII? |72
Yet, nobody is saying anything to him, because he is still talking to an imaginary
audience, and when all is said and done, he becomes his own accuser when he concludes
his rant by saying, “Oh, what misunderstanding, what blindness on my part!” [O
HeJopasyMeHue, o ciernora Mosi!| 7’3

Barsht explains that “[t]he highest expression of love in Dostoevskii is to gaze
lovingly into the face of a person, to seek spiritual communion with his or her /£.”7+
While the pawnbroker declares his love for the heroine, his love is disfigured by his
extreme self-abasement. Barsht states that in the 1870s, which is when “The Meek One”
was written, Dostoevsky focused less on physiognomical detail and instead provided
literary portraits that presented the spiritual essence of a character. Some of the crucial
oppositions within Dostoevsky’s literary works were “[t]he face versus the physiognomy,
the presence versus the absence of the face, and also the possibility versus impossibility of
seeing a person’s face.””> In “The Meek One,” the narrator sees and describes the
heroine’s face, but his assumption that she is naive and proud prevents him from looking
deeper and perceiving her face as a reflection of a divine prototype (her &),behind the

physiognomy.

" bid., 711. [24:30]

72 Ibid.

73 1bid., 712. [24:71]

74+ Barsht, 27. Emphasis in the original.
75 Ibid., 33.
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Just as an icon that functions as “a window onto Truth, which guarantees Good
and the path to which is Beauty,”’% an icon-like person, too, would inspire one to turn to
God and to contemplate His Kingdom. Dostoevsky illustrates this principle by employing
the principle of inverse perspective, one of the basic pictorial principles of Eastern
Orthodox iconography.”” As Quenot explains, “[t|he vanishing point of reversed
perspective is situated not behind the picture but rather in front of it. It cannot be found
within the picture because it converges in front of the icon, toward the viewer.”’?
Simultaneously, “the focus point actually moves out away from the icon toward the
beholder, and the icon figures come forth to ‘meet’ him.”’® This way of organizing
pictorial space both widens the visible scope and turns the beholder’s gaze towards
himself. Thus, when beholding an icon, a person simultaneously sees the world opening
up and expanding before him while at the same time recognizing that he is within and
part of this larger world. He both sees “the kingdom of God” and recognizes that it is
“within” him.8 The pawnbroker, however, is so focused on his own emotional pain that
he is unable to perceive the larger world around him and he fails to see that by consenting
to marry him and by moving into his apartment, the heroine acts very much like, in
Quenot’s words, one of the “icon figures [who] come forth to ‘meet’ him.”

By marrying the pawnbroker, the meek one chooses suffering over the certainty of

death at the hand of her other suitor, the merchant; yet despite her saintliness, she cannot

76 Ibid., 27.

77 For more on the use of reverse perspective in Dostoevsky’s works, see Shanti Elliott’s article
“Icon and Mask in Dostoevsky’s Artistic Philosophy™ (The Dostoevsky Fournal: An Independent
Review 1, no. 1 (2000), 55-68, and Janet Tucker’s book Profane Challenge and Orthodox Response in
Dostoevsky’s ‘Crime and Punishment’ (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2008).

78 Quenot, 106.
79 Ibid., 106.
80 See Luke 17:21.
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save him. What she can do, however, is to point him towards the divine prototype who is
capable of saving, while at the same time helping him to see his own intrinsic worth. The
pawnbroker, on the other hand, goes from one extreme to the other: from focusing solely
on himself to clinging onto his wife as his only source if not of salvation then of at least of
validation of his existence. Instead of following Christ’s invitation to look for the
Kingdom in himself, the pawnbroker is living out the mistake that Isaiah describes in the
Old Testament when the covenant people turns away from true faith, “maketh a god,
even his graven image: he falleth down unto it, and worshippeth it, and prayeth unto it,
and saith, Deliver me; for thou art my god.”8! Isaiah attributes this behavior to the
people’s spiritual blindness: “They have not known nor understood: for ... they cannot
see.”82

The pawnbroker’s state is especially tragic because he never gets to the essence of
his spiritual quest. He mentions early in his narrative that in his apartment he has a
personal kit with a burning icon lamp. As a side note he mentions: “ever since I opened
my pawnshop I've kept an icon lamp burning” [y mens Bcerma, kak OTKpPBLI Kaccy,
sammanka ropesa).83 This outward expression of religious faith is commendable, but its
sincerity is called into question once he tells his readers precisely when he lit the icon
lamp — the day when he opened his business. The readers are left to wonder whether the
burning icon lamp is a symbol of his faith or a sort of insurance against a financial

misfortune.

81 Isaiah 44:17-18.
82 Jsaiah 44:17-18.
85 Dostoevsky, 682 [24:8].
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The ambiguity of the pawnbroker’s attitude towards icons is further reinforced
when later in the story he admits that he cannot pray to an icon. It happens the first time
right after his wife’s nervous breakdown. He stays up all night to watch and take care of
her, and several times during the night he tries to pray but fails: “I knelt to pray to God,
but jumped up again” [4 cranoBuics mosuteest bory, Ho BckakuBan orsite. |8 The
second instance 1s described earlier in the text, but it takes place after the suicide. The
pawnbroker, still shocked by the recent events, says: “I spent five minutes on my knees in
prayer. I wanted to pray for an hour, but I kept thinking and thinking, and all my
thoughts were painful. My head aches — so how can I pray? It would only be a sin!”
[Mosuicst Ha KOJICHAX MATh MUHYT, 4 XOTEJI MOJIUTHCSA Uac, HO BCE JIyMalo, yMato, U BCE
BOJIbHB1E MBICJIH, 1 GOJIbHAS TOJIOBA, — YEro X TyT MOJUATHCSA — oguH rpex!|® His
inability to pray to God is contrasted by his desire to worship his wife that was expressed
earlier and that is repeated again when his wife is lying in bed unconscious: “I got down
on my knees but did not dare kiss her feet while she slept (without her permission!)” [£1
CTaHOBUJICS HA KOJICHU, HO HE CMEJI LeJIOBATh €€ HOr'y crisimen (Ge3 ee-to Bosu!).[86

The brief and calamitous marriage of the pawnbroker and the meek heroine results
in the woman’s suicide, and the author titles the last two chapters of the story “I
Understand All Too Well” and “Only Five Minutes Too Late.” Because of the narrator’s
repeated references to his own blindness, both of these statements may raise suspicion on

the readers’ part. The narrator of the story attributes his wife’s decision to commit suicide

84 Ibid., 709 [24:29].
8 Ibid., 701. [24:22]
86 Ihid., 709. [24:29]



Jordan 99

to “[a]n impulse, a passing fancy” [BuesanHocTh 1 panrasu:a|®’; however, the author gives
his readers an opportunity to evaluate the validity of the narrator’s conviction by showing
from various viewing points the heroine’s actions during the last few moments of her life.

Though we already know that we receive our information from an oblivious
narrator and therefore must pay careful attention to the details that he provides us, we need
to do even more work when considering the story’s culmination. Speaking of Dostoevsky’s
other work, Antony Johae suggests that “[i]f we are fully to appreciate the significance of
[an event], it will need to be visualized in more detail than has been directly represented [in
the text].”®8 To put it another way, in order to get a complete mental image of a scene, we
need to examine the events from within the narrative, to insert ourselves into the narrative
as it were, and to try to become witnesses on the ground so we can notice things that are
present in the scene even if they are not directly mentioned by the narrator.

When the suicide takes place, the pawnbroker is absent. By the time he arrives at
the scene, his wife is already lying on the ground with a crowd gathering around her.
The narrator later pieces together what happened based on the information that he
receives from two sources: his servant Lukerya and eyewitnesses in the courtyard. Had he
returned sooner and actually entered the apartment, he probably would have seen what
Lukerya saw: the icon taken out of the kit and placed on the table as if the Meek One has
been praying before it [6apbiast kak Oy ATO CEHUAC TOJIBKO ITEPet, HUM MOJIMIIACK |, his

wife standing on a window sill. Lukerya recalls:

87 Ibid., 716. [24:34]

88 Antony Johae, “Towards an Iconography of Dostoevsky’s ‘Crime and Punishment,” Dostoevsky
and the Christian Tradition, ed. by George Pattison and Diane Oenning Thompson (Cambridge:
University Press, 2001), 174.
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and I saw that she’d climbed up on the windowsill and was standing
upright in the open window her back to me, holding the icon. My heart
just sank inside me, and I shouted, “Ma’am, ma’am!” She heard me and
made a move as if to turn toward me, but didn’t. She took a step, pressed
the icon to her bosom, and leapt out the window!

Y BIPYT BUXY, OHA CTaJIa HA OKHO U YX BCS CTOUT, BO BECh POCT, B
OTBOPEHHOM OKHE, KO MHE CIIMHOM, B pykax obpas mepxur. Cepiue y

'”

MEHS TyT Xe ymaso, kpuuy: “bapsins, 6apeias!” Ona ycsblmaiia,

JBHHYJIACH OBLIO IIOBEPHYTHCS KO MHE, Ja HE IIOBEPHYJIACH, A MIATHYIIA,

00pas mpuxasa K IpyJid U - ¥ Opocriack us okoka!t?

By taking the icon out of the icon case mounted on the wall, the heroine reduces
the distance between herself and the sacred image. She then places it on the table, and if
Lukerya is correct and the heroine did pray in front of the icon just moments before
Lukerya enters the room, then we should assume that the heroine knelt down in front of
the icon, thus further reducing the distance between her own face and the 44 depicted in
the icon, which in turn would create an even more intimate bond between herself and the
icon.

After kneeling in front of the icon, the heroine gets up, takes the icon into her
hands, and proceeds in an upward motion. First she pensively stands by the window,
leaning against the wall. Then, as soon as she steps up onto the windowsill, she becomes
visible to people located in the courtyard and the other wing of the building. If the
readers mentally — and very quickly — leave Lukerya in the room and position themselves
outside the apartment, in the courtyard, the scene becomes even more striking. Those
who 1n a few seconds will rush to the spot where the heroine would land are probably
standing outside when they suddenly hear a window open, possibly Lukerya yelling, and

then see that up above them a young woman is standing, framed by the window

89 Dostoevsky, 713. [24:33]
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casement. Windows, doorframes, and mirrors are commonly used as ekphrastic devices
that set what is inside apart from the outside world.?® Such is the case here as well. The
heroine assumes her ultimately iconic state when she stands within the frame of the
window that, like an icon, will soon open, at least to her, into the metaphysical realm.
The icon of the Bogoroditsa®! that she is holding in her hands becomes an image within
an image. The heroine becomes one with the icon and in effect becomes an icon herself.
The people located on a lower plane, in the courtyard, are looking up at the heroine on a
higher plane and at this moment resemble worshippers standing before and looking up at
an icon in an icon case. If an icon is a meeting place between two realms, at this moment
the heroine stands exactly on a threshold before she, as Lukerya puts it, “steps out”
[marayuia] of the physical reality into the spiritual.

The moment when the heroine becomes an icon is significant in two ways. On
the one hand, this is when her meekness, initially asserted in the title of the story, becomes
most apparent. Prior to this event, the narrator’s opinion of the heroine as a proud young
woman conflicted with the author’s vision of her. Yet by visually manifesting her
iconicity, the author makes the heroine almost a saintly figure who submits her own will
to the Divine power. She not so much kills herself as merely walks off into the unknown
world in which she believes and where she hopes to find peace. On the other hand, it
becomes apparent just how mistaken the narrator was on her account. His attempts at
first to mold her and later to worship her are equally futile because neither of these

endeavors can facilitate the spiritual healing that he yearns for. As an iconic personage,

9 For example, Gogol’s story “Rome,” Kaverin’s novel Artist Unknown and Tarkovsky’s film
Mirror, despite apparent stylistic differences, are full of such examples.

91 Dostoevsky uses the word “obraz,” not “obrazok,” which suggests that its size was considerable
and therefore very visible to the people in the courtyard.



Jordan 102

the heroine could bring him closer to the source of healing and salvation — to God — but
she cannot force him to see her as such. In the end, his absence at the moment when the
suicide takes place underscores the impossibility of his salvation.

According to the Russian Orthodox tradition, prior to a burial the arms of the
deceased person are folded on her chest, and an icon is placed into the person’s hands.
Ollivier notes that the heroine holds the icon in her hands as “a way of neutralizing, of
sublimating the taking of life condemned by the Church,”9? because while suicides are
buried outside a cemetery and without icons, the heroine “seems to have anticipated this
moment so that, even though she has committed suicide, she is buried with her icon.”93
Her final step, then, appears to be an act of subtle defiance against the Orthodox ritual
and social norms; yet at the same time it can be seen as a way of overcoming the religious
tradition designed for this world and asserting the hope that the heavenly law will be able
to accommodate even her because of her trust in the power of the icon.

Dostoevsky’s initial idea of titling his story “A Girl with an Icon” reflects the
author’s impressions from the unusual suicide about which he read in a newspaper. Yet it
appears that what he produced in the end is a narrative that presents a person who goes
through the complex psychological process of giving up her own pride and beginning to
trust in the higher power that is capable of overlooking her disobedience and granting her
the peace that she is searching for. Meekness comes as a result of an inner struggle. Just
like Maria Borisova, the meek one dies because “it was simply a matter of being unable to

live any longer” [mpocro — crano Henb3s xurs|.’* In the narrator’s mind, however, she

92 Ollivier, 62-3.
9 Ibid., 63.
94 Dostoevsky, 653. [23:146]
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remains an example of a proud woman lacking any sort of originality, similar to the
daughter of the Russian emigrant who poisoned herself with chloroform. He insists: “It is
lack of originality, and only that, that has been the ruin of women. And so, I repeat: what
if you do point to that table out there? Is it something original that’s lying on the table?
Oh-h-h!” [PKenuus norybuna oiHa JIMIIs HEOPUTMHAIBHOCTE. M uTo X, moBTopsito,
UTO BBl MHE yKas3blBaeTe TaM Ha crose? Jla passe sTo opuruHaapHO, YTO TaM Ha CTOJIE?
O-o!]%

Dostoevsky’s narrator suspects that his wife is “[o]ne of the new generation”
[HOBOrO Hanpasnenus:|% but because she still has “a good deal of innocence” [MHOrO
uHesunHOro|,”” she is not fully invested in political questions. She presents two conflicting
ideas: one springs from her traditional religious upbringing and the other is inflicted upon
her by contemporary materialism. It is important to notice that while Lukerya states that
prior to the suicide “her icon ... had been removed from the icon case and was standing
before her on the table; the mistress, it seemed, had just been praying before it” [0o6pa3 eé
... BBIHYT, CTOHT IIepeJ] HEX0 Ha CTOJIE, a GapblHs Kak OYATO CEeHUac TOJILKO Mepe ] HUM
mosmmnace),”® we do not know for sure whether she indeed prayed. Dostoevsky leaves this
ambiguity in the text, and the reader has to decide whether to accept the narrator’s
interpretation of the heroine’s actions or to look deeper into her character in order to
understand what it is that moved her to commit suicide. While the narrator insists that
his wife is a proud woman, the author, starting with the very title of the story, invites the

readers to try to understand in what way the heroine showed her meekness, before and

% Ihid., [24:16]
% Ihid., 653. [4:9]

97 Thid.

9 Thid., 712. [24:32]
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especially after her suicide. The suicide becomes the riddle that the narrator, who 1s
prone to position himself as a riddle, is incapable of solving.

When the pawnbroker laments being five minutes too late, arguing, though not
convincingly even to himself, that his wife killed herself on a whim, he honestly believes
that he would have been able to prevent the suicide. However, what he actually misses is
a chance to see his wife in her ultimately iconic state. By the time he gets on the scene,
the window 1s empty. All he sees is a dying body on the ground. In the few hours that
ensue, he experiences disbelief, denial, defiance, and despair. Following the suicide, the
pawnbroker “realizes that he loved her,”? but it is hard to determine whether he
understands that it is he who “wanted to destroy the divine principle in her” by
attempting to mold her according to his own concept of magnanimity.!? Here his newly
discovered iconophilia clashes with the attitude of iconophobia that he has been
exhibiting all along. When the pawnbroker reflects on the last few moments of his wife’s
life, he is gradually, and this time permanently, overcome by blindness. New scales
develop where the old ones used to be. He thinks back on the moment when he stood in
front of his dying wife, unaware of who else is present at the scene:

Lukerya was there, but I didn’t see her. She tells me she spoke to me. I

only remember some fellow shouting to me that “there wasn’t but a cupful

of blood came out of her mouth, you could hold it in your hand!” And he

showed me the blood there on the paving stone. I think I touched the

blood and smeared the end of my finger with it; I recall looking at my

finger while he kept on: “You could hold it in your hand!”

Jlykepbs TyT ObLIa, a 51 He BUgAI. 1'0BOpHUT, UTO rOBOpPHIIA CO MHOM.

ITomHIO TOSIBKO TOTO MELIAHWHA: OH BCE KPUUAJ MHE, UTO “‘C TOPCTKY
KPOBH H30 PTa BBIILIO, C FTOPCTKY, C TOPCTKY!”, ¥ yKa3blBaJl MHE HA KPOBb

99 Ollivier, 63.
100 Thid., 63.



Jordan 105

TYT Xe Ha KaMmHe. S, kaXxeTcst, TPOHYJI KPOBb MAJBLIEM, 3aI1auKall aJeL,
[JISDKY Ha masiel) (9T1o moMHio), a oH MHe Bcé: “C ropcrky, ¢ roperky!” 10!

He 1s looking, but not seeing. Here Dostoevsky creates a contrast between the
visions of the narrator and of the tradesman who happens to be close by. The tradesman
notices the small amount of blood, as if expecting that a fall from the fourth floor should
produce a gorier result. Later the narrator also observes: “when she fell, she didn’t break
anything, she wasn’t disfigured!” [Huuero He pasmosxuia, He ciomana!|l%? and even
wonders if it 1s possible to not bury her. Michel Quenot explains that there 1s very little
blood painted on Russian icons,!?3 and that when it comes to depicting deceased persons
in an icon, “[t]he characteristic absence of realism [or naturalism] serves to emphasize
the spiritualization which 1s taking place.”!%* Similarly, the tradesman’s observation that
only a handful of blood came out draws the readers’ attention to the heroine’s
transformation from a mortal to an immortal state. By contrast, when the narrator first
sees his wife just a few moments after the fall, his attention is drawn to /s own body. With
his finger, he touches her blood, probably kneeling beside her. His mind is so clear on
this specific account that he repeats the same word three times: “I think I touched the
blood and smeared the end of my finger with it; I recall looking at my finger” [,
KaXETCsl, TPOHYJI KPOBb MAJIBLEM, 3allauKaJl MaJleLl, TJDKY Ha majer (970 mToMH1o). ] 103
The shock that he goes through narrows the scope of his vision. He wants to retreat into

his corner and from there to neither see nor hear anything.

101 Thid., 714. [24:33]
102 Thid., 714. [24:35]

103 Contrast that, for example, with such work as Caravaggio’s “Salome with the Head of John
the Baptist.” Such explicitness in the depiction of physical suffering is unacceptable in an
Orthodox icon.

104 Quenot, 87.
105 Thid., 714. [24:33]
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When narrator begins his tale, there are moments of insight when he turns his
attention away from himself and talks about his wife as an independent human being that
lives outside of his schema; yet as he proceeds with his account, his capacity for empathy
or any kind of meaningful human interaction is shrinking. He thinks about the servant’s
account of his wife’s final moments, and continues to justify himself:

And what of the fact that she prayed before the icon? That
doesn’t mean she was saying her prayers just before dying. The moment
lasted no more than ten minutes, perhaps; the decision was made just
while she was standing by the wall, her head resting against her arm, and
smiling. The thought flew into her head, made her dizzy and — and she
couldn’t resist it.

Say what you like, but this is a clear case of misunderstanding. She
could have gone on living with me.

I was too late!!!

Yro x Takoe, uro mepe s 06pazsoM MOJIHIACE? DTO HE 3HAUUT, UTO
repet, cMepThio. Bcé MrHOBEeHME ITPOJ0JIKAIOCH, MOXET ObITh, BCETO
TOJIBKO KaKI/IX-HI/I6y,IH) JACCATb MUHYT, BCE PCUICHUEC - UMCHHO Korga 'y
CTEHBI CTOsLIA, IPUCIOHUBIIICH TOJIOBOH K PyKe, U yiublbanacs. Bierea
B T'OJIOBY MBICJIb, 3aKPYXUJIACH U - ¥ HE MOIJIA YCTOSTH [IEPE ] HElO.

Tyt sBHOE Hemopasymenue, kak xorure. Co MHOM elje MOXHO Obl
XHUTb.

Omnosmar!!!106

Accusing his dead wife of a lack of originality and at the same time feeling terror
at the prospect of having to live in an empty apartment again, the pawnbroker concludes
his narrative with a series of rhetorical questions:

What do I care for your laws now? What do I care for your customs and
your manners, your life, your state, your religion? Let your judge judge
me, let them bring me to court, to your public court, and I will say that I
don’t acknowledge any of it. The judge will shout, “Be silent, sir!” And I
will shout in reply: “What force do you have that can compel me now to
obey?”

Yro Mmue Teneps Baumu 3akoHb1? K uemy MHe Bamm o0Obluan, BalIy HPABbL,
Ballla XH3HB, Ballle TOCyTapcTBo, Bama Bepa? IlycTes cynur mens Bam

106 Thid., 714. [24:34]
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CYJIbsl, IICThb IIPUBEJIYT MEHS B CYJI, B BAIl I'JIACHBIN CYJI, U 5 CKaXYy, UTO A

He npusHato Huuero. Cynes kpukser: “Mostunre, odunep!” A s sakpuuy

emy: “I'me y Te6s Tenepb Takast cuna, urobsl s nmocsrymaics?’ 107

Finally, he exclaims: “Why did this blind, immutable force destroy what was
dearest to me? Why do I need your laws now? I will withdraw from your world.”
[“3auem MpauHas KOCHOCTH pasbuia TO, YTO BCETO JOPOXe? 3aueM ke MHE Terepb
Bawmy 3axoHb1? S ormesstocs.”1%8 It is hard to tell whose inertia he is referring to. In
keeping with his view of his wife as a proud and naive young woman who has fallen under
the influence of materialistic ideas, the narrator may be thinking of the type of
“straightforwardness” that became unbearable to the daughter of the Russian emigrant
who killed herself. Nevertheless, another kind of inertia may be at play here — the one
that the pawnbroker succumbs to as he continues to see himself as the center of his
universe existing in a Dostoevskian “corner,” separately from society. The narrator is
either unwilling or unable to move and to change his vantage point on himself and the
people around him. His final words are: “No, in all seriousness, when they take her away
tomorrow, what will become of me?” [Her, cepresto, xorza ee 3aBrpa yHecCyT, uro X 5
6ymy?]'%9 He is terrified at the thought that when he is finally left all alone, his innermost
self will be revealed to him, and he will see not the mystery or the riddle that he wanted
his wife to see in him, but a complete void.

Ekphrasis in “The Meek One” functions on more than one level. On the literary
level, it establishes a link between the heroine and the icon and opens to the readers the

dimension of the heroine’s character that is most important for the narrator, but that is

107 Thid., 714. [24:35]
108 Thid.
109 Thid.
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also overlooked by him. On a metaliterary level, it puts the readers in the position where
they have to decide how they perceive and judge the narrator. This is especially
important when we are dealing with “notional ekphrasis.”

In “The Meek One” the icon of the Bogoroditsa is an example of notional
ekphrasis that readers could recognize based on other similar images they may have seen
in real life; however, since the readers have to do the work of creating a composite mental
image based on familiar examples, each reader will have his own unique icon in mind.
Here, sensitivity becomes especially important because Dostoevsky pursues an edifying
purpose. Even when he talks about the pawnbroker, the character who more often than
not comes across as a selfish tormentor, it is very unlikely that the author wants the
audience to completely condemn him. Clearly, the pawnbroker insists on looking at the
world with his own eyes, but we as readers recognize that he is blind to begin with.
Instead of recognizing that his wife, like an icon, may point him towards salvation, and
that he himself possesses inherent worth, he, during his darker moments, abuses her
emotionally and, during his brighter moments, clings to her as a source of validation of
his own existence, thus going from one extreme to the other and never finding spiritual
balance.

In a way, the two young women of whose suicides Dostoevsky read in the
summer and the fall of 1976 were also searching for spiritual balance — perhaps one did
so more consciously than the other. Dostoevsky writes that, in his opinion, the emigrant’s
daughter died simply because “she could not get enough air and she began to suffocate”

[mpocTo crano JynHo XUTh, B POJie TOro, Kak Ob1 BO31yxy He jgocrano],!%and for

110 Dostoevsky, 653. [23:146]
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Borisova “it was simply a matter of being unable to live any longer” [mpocro — crano
HEJIb3S1 XUTh, ‘O0r He 3axoresr’ u — ymepJiia, momosmsinck. |11 Neither of these suicides
can be justified in any way, but both of them indicate that the women who committed
them were unhappy in one way or another, were searching for something that they could
not even articulate. The difference between them and the narrator of the story is in the
fact that they, together with the heroine of the story, were not seeking self-affirmation at
someone else’s expense.

Olivier states that throughout his writing Dostoevsky remains true to the
Byzantine understanding of the icon as the image that is inseparably linked to the concept
of Incarnation: “every holy image is linked to the archetype and is one of the deepest
ways of religious expression.”!'2 The heroine is aware that her icon is linked to the
Bogoroditsa herself. Moreover, through her own iconicity she is linked with the
Bogoroditsa and her role as a protectress. The pawnbroker, on the other hand, is not
only blind to this connection, but also accuses the meek one of being blind. He wants her
to see the paradise that, supposedly, 1s within his soul. Her untimely death destroys his
plans, and he accuses her of being blind: “She cannot see! She’s dead; she cannot hear!
You don’t know what a paradise I would have created for you. I had a paradise in my
soul and I would have planted it all around you!” [Cnenas, ciemas! Meprsasi, He
cabimut! He 3Haems To1, kakuM Ob1 paem s orpagui tebs. Part 6pu1 y MeHs B gyie, st Ob1
Hacagui ero kpyrom te6s!] 113 In the pawnbroker’s mind, by being silent, stern, and

mysterious, he presents himself as an icon in a very corrupt form — the image that

11 Ibid.
112 Ollivier, 54.
113 Dostoevsky, 716. [24:35]
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contains a deeper meaning, that points to something greater, and that needs to be
understood on a spiritual level. Yet the pawnbroker focuses all of his attention on his own
existence. He wants to think that the spiritual depth that can be found behind the veneer
he so carefully constructs can become visible to the meek one once she learns true
magnanimity. His stern silence, in a corrupt way, is meant to function as an
“Invitation/encouragement [npuryamenue-nodyxpenue]| towards a spiritual vision,”!
to use Heller’s words, but the “paradise” that the pawnbroker longs for and that he
wishes for his wife to see is simply an impossibility.

Thus, the pawnbroker fails on two accounts: at attempting to become an icon for
his wife and at perceiving her iconicity. The pawnbroker realizes all too late that his
attempts to “instill ... breadth right into her heart” [mpuBuTh HIEPOKOCTH TPSIMO K
cepay]!'® and to bring her “to stand before [him] in ardent homage because of [his]
sufferings” [uro6 oHa crosuta pe o MHOM B MOJIbOe 3a Mou crpanaHusi| !0 were futile.

The question that remains for the readers to answer is whether they in their turn
accept the author’s “invitation/inducement” and gain “a spiritual vision as a higher form
of perception of this realm and a perception of a higher realm” while the very
disagreeable character-narrator stands as a filter between them and the tragic heroine of
the story. Dostoevsky sets up a framework in which the narrator is both an obstacle and a
facilitator of the readers’ sensitivity.

In his Diary of @ Writer, Dostoevsky states that “what matters is not the subject but

the eye. If there is an eye, a subject will be found; if there 1s no eye, if you are blind, you

114 Heller, qtd. in Mednis, 59.
115 Dostoevsky, 688. [24:13]
116 Ibid., 689. [24:14]
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won’t find anything in any subject.”[He B mpemgmere Jiesio, a B r1a3e: eCThb Iia3 — 1
npeaMeT HaI:I,IIéTCH, HET Yy BacC Ijia3a, CJICIIbl Bbl, — U HU B KAKOM IIPCIMCTC HUUCT'O HE
oreimure. |17 Later, he advises against a simplistic and “linear” view of things:
“Simplicity does not change; simplicity moves in a straight line and is arrogant above all.
Simplicity is the enemy of analysis.” [IIpocrora He MeHseTCS, TPOCTOTA
“OpsSMONIMHENHA,” UCBEPX TOro — BblcOKOoMepHa. lIpocrora Bpar ananusa.]!'® The
complexity of the heroine’s inner world is unbearable to the pawnbroker; yet while he
positions himself as a deep and complex character, he exhibits such arrogance and
bluntness that it eliminates any possibility of anyone considering him as such. At the
same time, the pawnbroker’s response with benevolent yet stern silence is his attempt to
present himself as a pseudo-icon. In the end, what Dostoevsky presents in “The Meek
One” 1s a story of a young, abused orphan who possesses religious upbringing yet who
may be susceptible to modern-day social philosophies and a weak man yearning for moral
nobility yet unable to let go of his wounded pride. One chooses to escape her mortal
circumstances while meekly submitting herself to the Divine will while the other is

confined to the state of emotional isolation from which he cannot escape.

117 Thid., 647. [23:141]
118 Thid., 650. [23:143]
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Chapter Three
Mamin-Sibiriak, Shooting Stars:

The Adventures of Pandora in St. Petersburg

He tumuna - semora.
Y cTaJIOCTh U JIOMOTA!
roJIOBa, TOJIOBA DOJIAT.
Berep B snctse.

Berep Bostock! mesesut
Ha OOJILHOM I'OJIOBE.

Hocugp bpodexuii

As James Francis demonstrates in his essay “Metal Maidens, Achilles’ Shield, and
Pandora: The Beginnings of ‘Ekphrasis,”” in order to properly understand the nature of
ekphrasis, one ought to “distinguish ancient ekphrasis from modern notions to identify
aspects of modern theories of ekphrasis which are inapplicable to, and even contradicted
by, the ancient uses of the term.”! Namely, he identifies two points of divergence
between the ancient and the modern approaches to ekphrasis. The first difference 1s in
the mode of delivery, for “ancient writing about ekphrasis occurs specifically in the
context of rhetoric.”? In other words, ekphrasis was primarily the kind of genre that was
grounded in “oral delivery and aural reception.”® Second, mimesis was never the goal of
ancient ekphrasis. Whereas Stephen Bann states that “Ekphrasis as a genre of writing is

dependent first of all on the risky assumption that the visual work or art can be translated

I Francis, 4.
2 Ibid., 5.
3 Ibid.
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into the terms of verbal discourse without remainder,”* Francis explains that “no such
claim to ‘complete adequacy’ is ever made in any of the ancient sources, and one can
readily see that any such contention would be impossible.”>

This combination of the oral mode of delivery, the recognition of the power of an
unmediated visual perception, and the striving to convey the impression received through
vision give us yet another way of understanding ekphrasis. Particularly, this is the
approach that is taken by D.N. Mamin-Sibiriak in his work Shooting Stars [11adarowue
s6¢3061, 1899], a novel about the love of an aging Russian sculptor for a mute English girl.

The novel Shooting Stars, despite its unusual plot and its peculiar insights into
Russian culture, has been studied very little; nevertheless, it occupies an important place
in the present discussion of ekphrasis for a number of reasons. First, similarly to the two
works that were examined in the previous chapters, the novel presents to the readers’
attention a male protagonist in a state of crisis and a silent heroine who appears to
exacerbate his emotional anguish. Secondly, it expands our focus by bringing into the
discussion the problem of sculptural representation as opposed to the painterly one.
Traditionally, sculpture was shunned by the Russian Orthodox church because of the
former’s apparent, albeit relative, mimeticism. While painted religious ikons are
obviously anti-naturalistic, the heightened sense of realism in sculpture was considered a
distraction from the spiritual side of a represented subject and therefore a form of

deception. Finally, the task of the protagonist in Shooting Stars is two-fold: he not only

+ Stephen Bann, The true vine: on visual representation and the western tradition (Cambridge [England]:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 28.

5 Francis, 5.
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creates visual art, but is forced to speak on its behalf in order to explain it to an
uncomprehending viewer.

Not only does the novel’s protagonist have to struggle with insensitive viewers,
but, on a metaliterary level, the novel itself had trouble reaching its readers. In Russian
literary studies Mamin-Sibiriak (1852-1912) is commonly known either as a novelist
whose works reveal the dismal life conditions of factory workers at the onset of
industrialism in the Urals of the late nineteenth century or as a story teller who created
magical tales with distinct local flavor to entertain and instruct children. Depending on a
critic’s ideological leanings and literary tastes, Mamin-Sibiriak’s oeuvre has been either
praised for its class consciousness or derided for wordiness and conventionality. For
example, Maxim Gorky, known for his antipathy towards agricultural labor, considered
Mamin-Sibiriak to be one of the “two very important writers” (Gleb Uspenskii being the
other) of the late nineteenth century who, although close to the Narodniki, were “far more
far-sighted socially and possessed far more talent ... indeed more than even all of the
Narodniki taken together.” [GoJiee 30pKUMH COLIMANIBHO U TAIAHTIIMBEE BCEX, JAXE BMECTE
B3sTbIX, HaponHukos].5 By contrast, Western criticism of Mamin-Sibiriak’s work has
been much more restrained, although the writer’s interest in regional affairs made him
known as the writer who “revels in Ural scenes,”” as Leo Wiener noted in 1919, and who
was Chekhov’s “fellow-provincial, the Zola of the Urals,”® as observed by Donald

Rayfield in 2000. Vladimir Nabokov, in his typical directness, was much less gracious in

6 Maxim Gorky, “How I Learnt to Write,” The Art and Craft of Writing, ed. by Maxim Gorky,
Vladimir Mayakovsky, Alexei Tolstoy, Konstantin Fedin, 5-42, trans. Alex Miller (Honolulu:
University Press of the Pacific, 2000), 16.

7 Leo Wiener, “Russian Literature,” The Encyclopedia Americana: A Library of Universal Knowledge
24 (Albany: J.B. Lyon Company, 1919), 21.

8 Donald Rayfield, Anton Chekhov: A Life (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2000), 366.
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his characterization of Mamin-Sibiriak when he put him in the same group as
“Goncharov, Grigorovich, Korolenko ... and other stupefying bores (comparable to
American ‘regional writers’).””

Anthony Briggs offers an explanation of why Mamin-Sibiriak’s work is largely
forgotten nowadays. He sees it in the fact that following Pushkin, the Russian literary
scene was “distinguished by a wealth of good prose-writing unsurpassed in world
literature” that lead to “two generations of new writers [who| poured out their ideas in a
succession of stories and novels that would take the world by storm,” which in turn was
“followed by a succession of capable storytellers whose misfortune it was to be merely
talented in an age of greatness.”!® Mamin-Sibiriak happened to be among the “merely
talented” ones who today are not particularly known outside of Russia, “though their
words are substantial and they might have been celebrated if they had not been eclipsed
by three luminaries [Dostoevsky, Turgenev, and Tolstoy] whose works are now known to
educated people the world over.”!!

What complicates the study of Mamin-Sibiriak is that among his regional works
and children’s tales we find a few novels that do not seem to fit the overall pattern. Some
of these works were published in a posthumous edition of Mamin-Sibiriak’s collected
works produced by A.F. Marks between 1915 and 1917. In the book form, the novel
Shooting Stars first appeared as part of this collection, along with such works as 4 Wild

Torrent [ Byprwui nomox, 1886], A Burthday Boy [HMmernurnnux, 1888], Spring Thunderstorms

9 Nabokov, Vladimir, Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited New York: Vintage
International, 1989), 160.

10° A.D.P Briggs, “Introduction,” in Karamazov Brothers by Fyodor Dostoevsky, translated by
Constance Garnett (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 2007), vii.

11 Thid.



Jordan 116

[Becernnue zposvr, 1893], Untitled [ bes nassarnus, 1893], Early Shoots [Pannue scxodvr, 1896], and
A Crowd-Puller [Obwui srobumey nybruxu, 1898]. Gurit Schennikov explains that Shooting
Stars and other novels like it did not have much success with readers not because these
works were inadequate from the artistic point of view or lacking in quality when
compared to the masterpieces that Russian literature could boast at the time, but because
in those works Mamin-Sibiriak turns towards some of the more traditional themes such as
the perennial ideological inquiries of the intelligentsia, the degrading influence of the
capital on a society, and the problems of moral upbringing of the younger generation.'?
Mamin-Sibiriak also raises in Shooting Stars the question of validity of Russia’s claims to
being an enlightened country and, on a different plane, he explores the conflict that exists
between artistic expression and consumer perception.

In the novel, Egor Burghardt is a famous Russian sculptor who has been trained
in Italy and who now resides in St. Petersburg. Having obtained fame and riches through
his art, Burghardt is going through a midlife crisis. He now feels that his artistic talent is
on the wane and is terrified at the thought of being unable to finish what he has begun. A
frequent guest at drinking parties, some of which are hosted by his rich patron, Krasavin,
he mingles with actors whom he admires and art critics whom he at times despises, at
times fears. It is during one of such parties that Burghardt meets the mute English girl,
Miss Morton, and fascinated by her apparent purity and strangeness, falls in love with
her. She responds favorably to his signs of affection, and he hopes that this love will bring
back his inspiration and revive his talent; yet this dream is shattered when he finds out

that the girl is pregnant with his patron’s child. At the end of the novel Burghardt gives

12 See G.K. Shchennikov, ““Vtoroi riad’ romanov D.IN. Mamina-Sibiriaka,” Izvestiia Ural’skogo
gosudarstvennogo unwersiteta, no. 24 (2002), 29-39.
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up art, settles down in his country estate with his wife and their little son, and takes up
farming.

The Levinesque ending of the novel seems to make the work fit perfectly with the
populist agenda of Russian Wealth, the St. Petersburg literary and scientific journal in
which Shooting Stars made its first appearance in 1899. After all, the populists believed that
the Russian intelligentsia had lost touch with its national roots and that it would find its
own place in the world by reaching out to the folk element of society and by adopting its
age-old wisdom and world outlook.!3 Although Mamin-Sibiriak’s collaboration with
Russian Wealth betrays his temporary concessions to the populist ideology, by the time the
novel was published in its entirety, the author had accepted capitalism as an
accomplished fact of Russian reality and did not think that any reversion to the
agricultural way of life for Russia was possible.'* Moreover, the few examples of Mamin-
Sibiriak’s regard for populist ideas can be found in the novel, they were not convincing
enough for the journal’s subscribers. Despite the fact that at the time of the novel’s
publication Mamin-Sibiriak was one of the most published authors with a “large, steady
readership,”! the publication of the novel was not a successful undertaking. The

subscribers of Russian Wealth found that the decadent elements scattered throughout the

13 Despite its ties with the populists, Russian Wealth was hardly the main mouthpiece for this
ideological movement, which, in its turn, allowed the journal to reach out to a wider, less
politically involved, audience.

14 See I.P. Viduetskaia’s entry on Mamin-Sibiriak in Russkie pisatel. Biobibliograficheskii slovar’, ed. by
P.A. Nikolaev (Moskva: Prosveshchenie, 1990), vol. 2.

15 See Jeftrey Brooks, “Readers and Reading at the End of the Tsarist Era,” Literature and Society in
imperial Russia, 1800-1914, edited by William Mills Todd and Robert L. Belknap (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1978): 105 and 114. Brooks, for example, states “The most
published authors in 1898 were Pushkin, with over 50,000 copies priced over 30 kopecks, and
Tolstoy, with 40,000. Both Nemirovich-Danchenko and the Siberian scene painter Mamin-
Sibiriak also did quite well, with over 20,000 copies each. None of these writers clashed
dramatically with the literary sensibilities of the educated reader; they all could be understood
and appreciated.”
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work, such as the lavish parties and the depravity that leads to the insanity of some
characters and depression in others, far outweighed in significance any populist ideas
expressed in the novel.!® Maxim Gorky, despite his high esteem of Mamin-Sibiriak’s
talent, called Shooting Stars a “bad work” [mmoxoe mpoussenenwue].!” Soviet critics
preferred to ignore this novel altogether, and even as late as 2002, in an essay devoted to
Mamin-Sibiriak’s less famous novels, a critic reduced the whole discussion of this
particular work to classifying it as “strange” and leaving it at that.!®

Notwithstanding the dearth of critical response to the novel and despite the fact
that, to date, Shooting Stars has been published only three times — as a series of installments
in the journal Russian Wealth in 1899, as a separate volume in 1900, and as part of Marks’
edition in 1917 — this work deserves a close examination as part of the present discussion
of ekphrasis in Russian literature. The reason for this inclusion lies not only in the fact
that the novel directly addresses the questions of artistic representation and spirituality,
but, perhaps most importantly, because it does so by considering the place of sculpture in
the Russian artistic tradition, the relationship between spirituality and plastic
representation, and, finally, the viability of the very idea of Russian national culture.

Aside from the social problems that are explicated in the novel, Shchennikov
identifies two more questions that, in his view, constitute the core of the aesthetic
argument that Mamin-Sibiriak attempts to make in his novel. Shchennikov states the

central problem of Shooting Stars 1s “the relationship between the outward and the imner

16 A year after its publication in Russian Wealth, Shooting Stars came out in book form, and in 1917 it
was included in a ten-volume edition of the author’s collected works.

17 Aleksandr Gruzdev, D.N. Mamin-Sibiriak: kritiko-biografisheskit ocherk (Moskva: Gos. izd-vo
khudozh. lit-ry, 1958), 149.

18 See Tamara Galeeva and Ramziia Galeeva, “D.N. Mamin-Sibiriak — khudozhnik,” Ural, no. 11
(November, 2002).
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beauty of a human being” [mpoGiiemMa cOOTHOIIEHN S BHEIIHEN ¥ BHYTPCHHEH KPACOTH1
uesioBekal.!? At the same time, the novel presents to the readers' attention “the problem
of the irrationality of strong emotional outbursts that affect people in a destructive way —
not only the love that drives one to madness, but also hatred towards another person”
[pobGiieMa MppaOHAIBHOCTH CHIIBHBIX 9MOLIMOHAIBHBIX [TIOPBIBOB, I'YOHUTEIHHO
JICFCTBYIOMIMX HA JIIOJIEH — HE TOJILKO JIIOOBH, CBOJISAIIEH C yMa, HO M HCHABUCTH K
apyromy.]?? The solution for these two problems, Schennikov writes, is presented at the
end of the novel, where Mamin-Sibiriak “expresses a deep faith in the power of human
reason, enlightened by the ideal and able to overcome all the ‘eclipses’ of the soul, as well
as in the saving power of selfless love™ [Bbipaxaet rirybokyto Bepy B CHIIy U€JIOBEUECKOTO
pasyma, IpOCBETIIEHHOIO HACAJIOM U CIIOCOOHOIO MPEOJOJIETh BCE TyIICBHbIE
«3aTMEHUs», U B CHACUTEJILHYIO CHIIy CAMOOTBEPXEHHOM J1t00BH. | 2!

The journey towards the triumph of the enlightened human reason is a circuitous
one, and the novel’s protagonist has to go through apathy, despair, infatuation, and
disappointment before he reaches a state of emotional balance. Admittedly, the delicacy
of this balance has to be guarded by a circle of Burghardt’s closest friends, which makes
the ending of Shooting Stars uncertain, yet much more hopeful than the condition in which
we find Burghardt in the opening scene of the novel.

The narrative begins in a tavern where Burghardt is spending time in the

company of the people who are constantly present in his life, and with whom he would

19 See Schennikov.
20 Tbid.

21 Schennikov.
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prefer to have nothing in common: critics, actors, singers, Burghardt’s patron, and the
patron’s friends:

In a private room of the fashionable country tavern The Cradling the

atmosphere was befuddling. It smelled of oranges, liquor, acrid smoke of

expensive cigars, and simply of people who have been drinking much and

for a long time. Burghardt felt that his head had started spinning heavily,

and the room went spinning with it.

B ormensHOM KabnHeTe MOIHOTO 3aropogHoro kabaka «Kpyxamo»

crosiia Kakas-to opypsomas armocdepa. Ilaxino anenscunamu,

JIMKEPAMH, €KUM JIbIMOM JOPOI'HX CHUIap M IIPOCTO JOIbMHU, KOTOPbIE

JIOJIPO ¥ MHOTO I, Byprapar uyBCTBOBAJI, KAk y HEro HAUaIa TSDKEIIO

KPYXHUTBHCS TOJIOBA, & BMECTE C HEW U BCs KOMHATA.”?

Burghardt struggles to find physical balance as he, obviously inebriated, is
attempting to leave the room in order to get some fresh air outside. He knocks over a
chair: “Apparently, the chair was very drunk, because it swayed and fell on the floor, and
Burghardt barely kept his balance, grabbing onto the table.” [[Io-Bunnmomy, cTysn Gput
OUEHB IIbsIH II0TOMY UTO IIOKAUHYJICS U IOJIETEN Ha 10, a byprapnr ensa ymepxascs,
CXBATUBIIUCH 32 CTOJL |3

Although the novel is delivered in third person, the omniscient narrator focuses on
Burghardt’s thoughts and impressions frequently enough to give the readers a rather clear
idea of the protagonist’s inner struggle — more so than of other characters in the novel.
The narrator stops short of assuming the protagonist’s point of view and explicitly
identifying with the protagonist; yet the more he speaks on behalf of the character, the

more insight we gain into Burghardt’s thoughts and feelings. As the party proceeds, the

readers are introduced to three women who represent three kinds of beauty and whose

22 Dmitri Mamin-Sibiriak, Padaiushchiia zvezdy (Moskva: Izdanie knigoprodavtsa M. V. Kliukina,
1990), 3. My translation.

23 Ihid., 4.
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presence in Burghardt’s life allows him to formulate his understanding of female beauty.
Shura, his constant model, has a beautiful body: she “was built like a statue, and only her
hands ruined the impression: they were small and tender, but with fingers that were too
short.” [6pura coXeHa, Kak cTaTys, ¥ €€ MOPTHJIN TOJBKO PYKH, MAJICHPKHE M HEXHBIE,
HO C CJIMIIKOM Koporkumu nanbiamu].>t At the party, Shura smiles “simply out of
politeness, because she could never understand a joke.” [mpocroussexnuBocTy,
[IOTOMYUTOHMKOT IaHernonuManamytok. | She and Burghardt do not communicate at
the party, for she 1s busy trying to charm his patron. Another woman, Olga
Spiridonovna, is an aging ballerina whose bust Burghardt has been trying to sculpt for
some time. As he leaves the table, he steps on her dress and spills a drink on it. She
hisses at him for ruining her dress, and he calls her a witch.

The third woman, Marina Ignatievna, 1s waiting for Burghardt on a balcony,
away from the noisy crowd. When Burghardt finally reaches the balcony, she tries to
nurse him back to at least somewhat sober state by giving mix a mixture of soda water
and liquid ammonia. At this time, the narrator makes the readers privy not only to the
conversation that takes place between Burghardt and Marina Ignatievna, but also to
Burghardt’s thoughts about this woman:

He looked at her, and suddenly he began to feel sorry for this Marina

Ignatievna, wrapped by the thoughtful mood of her own moonless night.

After all she 1s beautiful, and even very beautiful, beautiful in truth, with

real pure-bred beauty. Her height itself counts for so much. And her face,

thin and expressive, with a hidden tenderness in every motion, with the

impeccable profile of an expensive cameo, with a lively frame of slightly

curly light brown hair, soft like silk, and with a small mouth—this was a
beauty, resembling a coin made out of a precious hight quality metal.

24 Ihid., 17.
25 Ihid., 5
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OH nmocMoTpest Ha Heé, U eMy BIPYT CIEJIAJIOCH XaJIb BOT 9TY CAMYIO

Mapuny UrunateeBHy, OXBAaUCHHYIO Pa3IiyMbeM CBOCH COOCTBEHHOM

6e37yHHOM HOUHM. A, BeJib, OHA KPACHUBA M JaXe OUCHb KPACHBA, KPACUBA

[T0-HACTOAIIEMY, KPACHBA HACTOSIIEH ITopogucTon kpacoron. OuH

POCT Uero CTOUT. A JIUIIO, TOHKOE U BBIPA3UTEIBHOE, C 3aTAEHHON

JIACKOM B KQXJIOM JIBIDKCHHH, C O€3yKOPU3HEHHBIM IIPO(IIIEM JTOPOrom

KaMEH, C )XUBOM PAMOM CJIEIKA BUBIIUXCS, KAK MIEJIK, MATKUX PYChIX

BOJIOC, C MAJICHBKUM PTOM — 3TO ObLIa KPACABULIA, HATIOMUHABIIIAS

MOHETY M3 JPAroLeHHOrO MeTaJLIa BbICOKON Ipobb1.20

Later in the novel Burghardt explains to a friend of his that as a professional
sculptor, he 1s trained to look at and for the outward beauty. He knows that Marina
Ignatievna is in love with him, and she has been for some time. Even though he is aware
of her fine spiritual qualities, his thoughts revolve primarily around her physical beauty
and her ability to appreciate beauty in nature. After the party has moved from the tavern
to a boat, Burghardt looks at the water and the night sky and thinks of Marina
Ignatievna: “Yes, only she can understand this beauty... She has a feeling for nature.”
[la, Tonpko OHA TOUMET 9Ty KpacoTy... Y He€ ectb uyBcTBO npupoysl.]?’ Yetin the
course of the night, it is not Marina Ignatievna who produces the strongest impression on
Burghardt.

After enjoying the view of the bay from the boat, Burghardt becomes irritated at
the loud singing of the gypsies coming from the cabin. He walks back towards the cabin
to express his displeasure to his patron, Krasavin, but suddenly stops in the doorway,
shocked by what he sees: “Next to the patron of arts sat a slender young girl with blond

hair and a striking face. She was looking at him and smiling. Her smile too was amazing,

quickly appearing and just as quickly vanishing.” [Oxoso Metenara cunesna 6eokypas

26 Ihid., 10-1.
27 Ibid., 23.
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CTPOMHAS JEBYILIKA C YIUBUTEIbHBIM JUoM. OHa cMOTpesIa Ha HEro u yJibldanach —
yJIb10Ka y He€ ObLIA TOXE YIUBUTEIbHAS, ObICTPO MOSBIIABIIASICS U TAK X€ ObICTPO
ncuesasmast.|?® Astonished, Burghardt asks Marina Ignatievna:

“Who is this?...”

“I don’t know...” - she responded dryly. “Itlooks like she is the
new fancy of your chief. Why, are you shocked?”

“Yes, this is something extraordinary... astounding...”

“I only know that she is English...”

The choir was howling wildly, the guitars were resounding, a
hoarse baritone was drawing out some nonsensical roulade, and Burghardt
kept looking at the blonde stranger and could not come to his senses.

- Kro aro?...
- He 3nao... - cyxo orsermia ta. — Kaxercs, HoBas mpuxors
BAIICTO IPUHLIXAMAIA. A UTO: TOPAXKCHDBI?
- a, uT0-T0 HEOOBIKHOBEHHOE. .. U3YMHUTEILHOE. . .
- 3Ha10 OJIHO, UTO aHIJIMUAHKA. ..
Xop IMKO 3aBBIBAJ, TUTAPbl OPEHUAIIN, XPUTLIBIA OAPUTOH
BBIBOJVI KAKYIO-TO HEJIEIY10 pysany, a byprapar Bcé cmorpen Ha
6EJIOKYPYIO HESHAKOMKY U HE MOI' IPUATH B cebs. . .29
The stranger’s name, as Burghardt will find out later, is Miss Morton. As he
watches her, he notices something unusual about her behavior: “Krasavin was saying
something to her, gesticulating more than usual, and she was smiling at him with an
uncomprehending smile and was trying to explain to him something with her hands.”
[KpacaBus uTo-T0 Takoe e¥ FOBOPHIL, XECTUKYJIUPYSI CUIbHEE OOBbIKHOBEHHOTO, a OHA
yJIb10aIaCh €My HEITOHMMAIOIIEH YJIbIOKOM M UTO-TO TAKOE CTAPAIACH OO'BSICHUTH
pykamu. |30 All of a sudden, Burghardt realizes the reason for this unusual manner of

communication:

“Good gracious! She is a mute!” Burghardt unwittingly cried out
and, seized by horror, he clasped his hands.

28 Thid.
29 Ibid., 24.
30 Ihid.
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That exclamation caused everyone to laugh... Sakhanov
approached Burghardt and, giving him a sugary smile, said to him:

“Oh, Vasiatkin really is something, eh? This is all his doing. Truly,
she 1s a mute. Who else would have such a happy thought?” ...

“Leave me, for heaven’s sake...” Burghardt replied dryly, taking

an unoccupied chair. “Where am I? What is this?”

- boxe momn, 5a Benp oHa HeMas?! — HEeBOJIBHO KpUKHYJ byprapar,

BCIUICCHYB PYKaMH OT OXBATHBILETO €r0 YXaca. ..

DTO BOCKIMLIAHKE Bb13BAIO 00mui cmex. .. K byprapary
rogomurésr CaxaHOB U, CJIAIIABO YIb10AsICh, IPOTOBOPHIL:

- Her, xaxos mamr Bacstkun, a? Bens 910 ero BeigyMka. ..

- Ocrass Mens, pagu bora... - cyxo orsermn?! Byprapar, sanumast
cBoboaubin crys. — Lne s? Yro sro rakoe?3?

In this scene, the description of Miss Morton’s physical characteristics is reduced
to a minimum. The narrator does not go beyond telling the readers that the girl is young
and slender, that her features are striking, that she 1s English, and that she is mute. If the
goal of this ekphrastic passage had been to describe the object in as much detail as
possible so no mistake would be made about Miss Morton’s external features, such as her
height, the shape of her nose, the color of her eyes, etc., then this would be a failed
exercise. Instead, the narrator’s minimalist description provides allows him to focus on
the impression that the protagonist receives when encountering the heroine for the first
time. This approach to description takes us back to the original understanding of
ekphrasis in which, as Michael Baxandall reminds us, “[t]he aim of ekphrasis in rhetoric

has always been less to give a complete and accurate account of a particular object than

to convey the effect that the perception of that object worked upon the viewer.””33

31 Ibid.
32 Ibid., 25.

33 See Michael Baxandall, Patterns of Intention: On the Historical Explanation of Pictures (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1985).
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Such a conveying of the effect is exactly what happens in the scene described
above: while the protagonist is riveted by the sight of the girl, the narrator draws the
readers’ attention to the protagonist and to his reaction to the appearance of a stranger in
the company. Miss Morton’s arrival on the scene is meant to be impressive. Before, every
party given by Krasavin resulted in the same kind of drunken debauchery as the one
before it, and in Burghardt’s memory they all have blended into one long sequence of
sleepless nights spent with people whom he dislikes. This time, however, the apparent
purity of Ms. Morton and the notorious depravity of the men with whom she now
associates disgusts and enrages Burghardt and simultaneously reveals to him his own guilt
by association. The next morning he confesses that he is “drunk, but not with wine... but
with the previous night, drunk with this marvelous blonde little head, these maidenly,
pure eyes, this mute mystery, a living sphinx.” [[1b5H He BUHOM ..., & IIb5IH BUEPALTHUM
BEUEPOM, ITbSH 3TON UYJHOM OEJIOKYPOM T'OJIOBKOH, STUMU JIEBUUBUMH UUCTHIMHU
[JIa3aMu, 9TON HEMOM 3araJIkOM, XUBbIM chuHKCOM. |3

For the purposes of plot development, Miss Morton is the catalyst that sets the
events of the novel in motion. Vasiatkin, a “famous ‘actors’ friend”” [u3BecTabIR
“mpyraprucros”]® has brought Miss Morton to the party with a specific plan in mind: by
causing Krasavin to turn his attention to Miss Morton, Vasiatkin hopes to create a
competitor for Shura, which will increase Vasiatkin’s own chances of succeeding with
Burghardt’s former model. For Burghardt, however, Miss Morton’s appearance causes
him to begin to reevaluate his artistic goals and accomplishments. This peculiarity, so

unexpected in the noisy environment where Burghardt meets her for the first time,

3¢ Mamin-Sibiriak, 52.
35 Ibid., 5.
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immediately sets her apart from the rest of the crowd even more than the mere fact of her
foreign origin would. Her beauty and her strangeness are elevated to a different plane by
her muteness. In the trained eyes of a talented sculptor, she immediately becomes an
ideal model.

By making the beautiful Miss Morton both English and mute, the author creates a
heroine who cannot be any more attractive and at the same time any more
incomprehensible for Burghardt. Beauty to him is the ultimate value of human existence.
As Shchennikov notes, Burghardt “constantly seeks a higher, spiritual beauty that
manifests itself in external forms, in the plasticity of the human body” [mocrosuno rmer
BBICIIYIO JIyXOBHYIO KPACOTY, IPOSBJIAIONIYIOCA BO BHEITHUX (JOPMAX, BIUIACTHUKE
uesioBeueckoro Tesa].’ Burghardt genuinely believes in the correlation of the internal
and the external factors. This applies especially to Burghardt’s relationships with women
— Shura, Marina Ignatievna, Olga Spiridonovna, and even his daughter Anita.

Burghardt’s friend, Shipidin, imputes to him a shallow vision of women caused by
a lack of pure love, let alone respect:

your infatuation is a form of sensual insanity. It fades as soon as the

sensuous hunger is satisfied. You have no true love because you lack true

respect for a woman as a human being. All of you are addicted to sensual

pleasure and you look at a woman with impure eyes. This is why your

lauded art is impure...

BaIla BJIIOOJIEHHOCTH — UyBCTBEHHOE IToMemareabctBo. OHO ceryac xe

[ajjaer, Kak TOJIbKO UyBCTBEHHBIM IOJIOJ, IIOJIyUaeT CBOE

yIOBJIETBOPEHKE. Y BAC HET UCTUHHOM JIIOOBU, IIOTOMY UTO HET

HCTHUHHOI'O YBAXCHUS K )XCHINWHE, KaK K UCJIOBCKY. Bce Bb1 —

UYYBCTBCHHUKH U CMOTPHUTEC HA XCHINWUHY HCUNCTBIMU I'JIa3dMU, IIO9TOMY U

BAIlle XBAIEHOE UCKYCCTBO HE YKCTO. . .57

36 See Schennikov.
37 Mamin-Sibiriak, 56.
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Burghardt knows that Shipidin is right, but he would rather not admit it.
Nevertheless, the effects of Burghardt’s esthetic views begin to affect his only daughter,
Anita. The narrator explains:

Papa Burghardt did was not deceiving himself when he found his daughter

plain. In the early childhood Anita was a cute child, but she was ruined by

smallpox, and that was a heavy blow for Burghardt who suffered doubly:

both a father, and as an artist who due to his profession worshipped all

beauty.

ITama byprapar He o6MaHb1BaI €6 ¥ HAXO U IOYb IypHYyUKOon. B

paHHeM JeTcTBe AHUTA POC/IA MPEXOPOUIEHBKUM PEOEHKOM, HO €€

moryGuIa ocma, 1 970 ObLIO TSDKEIBIM yIapoM st byprapara, xoropsin

CTpaJaj BOBOMHE — U KaK OTELl, M KaK XYJIOXHUK, IT0 CBOEH npodeccun

MOKJIOHSBIIMNCS BCAKOM Kpacore.3?

As a young woman, Anita feels painfully inadequate in the society of the women
who visit their home, such as the actress Bochulskaia or the ballerina Olga Spiridonovna.
The presence of Miss Morton brings only more pain to Anita. In a fit of desperation,
Anita asks Burghardt a truly disturbing question:

Papa, why am I so plain?... Girls who are born plain should be killed so

they do not suffer for the rest of their lives. This, after all, papa, 1s

unfair...

ITama, 3auem s Takas Hexkpacusas’...lJleBouek, KOTOpble pomsATC

HEKPACHUBBIMH, HYXXHO yOUBATh, UTOOBl OHU HE CTPAIAJIN BCIO CBOIO

XH3Hb. DTO, HAKOHELI, [1ara, HECIIPABE JJIUBO. . .9

Burghardt attempts to console his daughter by saying that “There is an internal,
deeper beauty” [Ects BHyTpennsia, 6osee riy6okast kpacora]*? and that “all beauty is a

matter of convention” [Bcskas xpacora — Bews yesaoBHasi], but he knows that he himself

does not believe it and begins to sense that he “begins to sound dingenuous” [Haunnaer

38 Ihid., 44.
39 Ibid., 100.
40 Ibid.,
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6pare pansumesin ToH|.*! He is fully aware that he has accepted these conventionalities
and that they guide not only his artistic endeavors, but even his personal interactions. For
this reason, the extraordinary beauty of Miss Morton immediately propels her to the
highest pedestal in the sculptor’s imagination. In this regard, her Englishness becomes a
necessary component of her charm by Burghardt’s estimation.

Burghardt is an Anglophile. His Slavic features, German name, Italian training,
and even his inability to speak or understand the English language, do not prevent him
from admiring the culture that, in his mind, is far superior to any other culture with
which he comes in contact. Burghardt explains to his childhood friend Shipidin that his
decision to hire an English spinster as a governess for his daughter Anita is motivated by
the fact that only the English and the Romans evolved into higher types of humanity:

Here, my friend, is an entire philosophical idea... the English... are a

great nation that conquered the whole world... They are cruel-—yes,

because any power is cruel. But they have concentrated in themselves all

the best qualities that could possibly be developed by our entire European

civilization.

Ty, Opar, uenas uies ... AHMJIMYAHE ... 9TO BEJIUKUN HAPOJ, KOTOPbIA

3aBOEBAJI LEJBIA MUP ... OHM XeCTOKH — A, [IOTOMY YTO BCAKASI CHIIA

xecroka. Ho oHE ckoHIEHTpHpOBaK B ceGe caMble JIyUIIre KauecTsa,

KaKMEe TOJIKO MOIJIA BbIPab0TaTh BCs HAIIA EPBOMENCKAs UBHIIA3ALMs. +2

Burghardt wishes that his daughter would assimilate at least some English
persistence, for “[a]n Englishwoman is the best woman, the highest anthropological
type.” [AHIIHMICKAs XEHITUHA — CaMast JIYUIIas )XEHIIMHA, BbICIIAH

anTponosornueckun tur. |+ It is completely unsurprising that he falls in love with Miss

Morton as soon as he sees her. Burghardt’s infatuation with Miss Morton, however, is

4 Ipbid., 100-1.
42 Ibid., 11.
43 Ibid., 45-46.
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doomed. Miss Morton’s silence plays a key role in the unraveling of the idealized image
of her that Burghardt creates in his mind.

Unlike Pushkin’s Dunia who is attractive, lively and talkative, yet who is rendered
voiceless within the bounds of the narrative, and unlike Dostoevsky’s meek woman who is
endowed with both a voice and a point of view, but is silenced by the protagonist’s erratic
behavior towards her, in Shooting Stars Miss Morton is presented as a silent heroine
because of her inherent physically inability to speak.

From her first appearance in the novel, Miss Morton is set apart from all other
characters because of the uniqueness of her position and because of her statue-like
qualities. The effect that Miss Morton produces on Burghardt and on every man at the
party in the opening chapter of the novel can be compared to that of Pandora, the
mythical female that Jean-Pierre Vernant describes as “[a] being fashioned out of clay
moistened with water by Hephaistos at the request of Zeus and, in accordance with his
instructions, designed to be offered to humans as a gift.”** Though a human being, Miss
Morton possesses a number of characteristics that explicitly make her Pandora-like.

Beautiful and silent, Pandora “exerts her irresistible power simply by being
seen.”® In Hesiod’s Theogony 57-89, Pandora from the very beginning is presented as a
being whose “appeal is purely visual,”*6 and Francis writes that “[w]hen she is led out in
public for the first time, both gods and men are awestruck as soon as they lay eyes on

her.”*” Like Pandora who was created by Hephaestus and is presented to humans, Miss

# Jean-Pierre Vernant and Froma Zeitlin, “Semblances of Pandora: Imitation and Identity,”
Critical Inquiry 37, no. 3 (Spring 2011), 404.

45 Francis, 16.
46 Ibid., 15.
47 Tbid.
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Morton 1s introduced to society by her mother. With Vasiatkin’s help, Miss Morton
meets Krasavin. Both Krasavin, who enjoys an elevated status among the artists and
actors with whom he prefers to associate, and Burghardt, who at one point in the novel
speaks at length about his peasant origins, are impressed by her apparent beauty. The
narrator states that “Krasavin, in general, was a mysterious man who had risen from
obscurity to the bustling top of the life at the capital from an obscurity, and he was
considered by some a millionaire, by others — a beggar.” [Boobuie, siBisiICs
TAWMHCTBEHHBIM UEJIOBEKOM, KOTOPBIHM BCILIBLI HA OYPHYIO OBEPXHOCTH CTOJIMYHON
XHW3HU U3 HCM3BECCTHBIX FHY6I/IH 1 KOTOPOro OJHU CUUTAJSIN MUJIJIMOHECPOM, a IPYyruec —
uumpM. |8 Just as the amount of Krasavin’s wealth is a secret, so 1s his age:

He was a broad-shouldered man with a fair wrap-around beard, of that
indeterminate age that Sakhanov called “a Petersburg age.” His wide,
strong, ruddy neck, broad face with ruddy cheeks, brown languishing eyes,
his fair, slightly curly hair without the slightest trace of gray—all of this, it
seemed, bespoke of the enviable health of an epic hero, while in truth this
hero in the eyes of the luminaries of the science of medicine was a doomed
man, with his days counted.

DTO OBLI IJICYUCTHIN MYXUHUHA C OKJIAIUCTOR PyCOH OOPOIOMH, TOrO
HeonpegenéaHoro*? pospacra, koropsin CaxaHOB Ha3b1BAII
«nepepbyprckum.» Ilupokast kpenkast mest ¢ KpaCHbIM HAJIMBOM,
IIMPOKOE JIULIO C TYTUM PYMSHIIEM, KapHe IIasa ¢ IIOBOJIOKOH, CJICTKa
BBIOLIMECS PYChlE BOJIOCH] €3 MAJICHIIMX CJICI0B CEJUHbBl — BCE, KAXETCSI
TOBOPUJIO O 3aBUJJHOM GOIaThIPCKOM 3I0POBbE, & MEXJY TEM 9TOT
60raTbIph B [VIa3aX CBETUJI MEJUIIUHCKON HAYKH ObLI OOPEUEHHBIM
YEJIOBEKOM, JJHU KOTOPOro coureHsl.>!

Similarly, little is known about Krasavin’s daily occupations:
Somewhere he was doing, organizing, taking care of, and conducting

something, just as all men of business do, and he entertained himself'in a
mixed company of actors, artists, and intelligentsia of a certain kind, who

48 Mamin-Sibiriak, 15-6.
49 Ibid., 15.
50 Ibid., 15-6.
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willingly flocks to a free feeding. Of all the guests, gathered in the private
room, it 1s doubtful that anyone could definitively say, who Krasavin was,
and they were little interested in that.

O#H rze-To 1 4T0-TO TAKOE AEJIAJ, YCTPAUBAJL, XJIOMOTAJ U IIPOBOIIIIL, KaK
BCE JCJIBIIBL, 4 OTABIXAJ B CMELUIAHHOM OOLIECTBE APTUCTOB, Xy IOXHUKOB
1 0cO0Or0 COpPTa MHTEJLIUICHIIUN, KOTOPAs OXOTHO COOMpPaeTCs Ha
JapoByto KOpMexky. V3 coOpaBmmxcst B HOMepe rocTer essa Jiu KTO-
HUOYIb MOT OIPEIENIEHHO CKa3aTh, uto Takoe Kpacasus, na Mano stuM u
MHTEPECOBAINCE.”!

The mystique of Krasavin is only intensified by his behavior during the party: “Krasavin
himself hardly drank anything, except for soda water, tinted with some strange wine.”
[Cam Kpacasus mouru Huuero He i, KpOME COJIOBOM BOJIBL, ITOIKPALLICHHON KAKHM-TO
myapénabiM BuHOM. |92 To sum up,

All that was known about Krasavin was that he came from the trans-Volga

Raskolniks, and that he had enormous connections among the Muscovite

Old Believer millionaires. Rumors had it that he used to be a hard

drinker, but now, when he felt a yearning for a drink, he limited himself to

gathering around himself a drinking “fraternity.”

M 3BecTHO OBLIO TOJIBKO, UTO OH U3 3aBOJDKCKUX PACKOJIBHUKOB 1 UMEJI

IPOMAJHbIE CBA3U B CPEJIE MOCKOBCKHX CTAPOOOPSALIEB-MUJLIMOHEPOB.

XOoIuIy CIIyXH, YTO PAHBIIE OH IIKJI 3AII0€M, 4 CEHYac, KOraa Ha HEro

HAKATBIBAJIACH 3AIIOMHAS TOCKA, OTPAHHUMBAJICS TEM, UTO COOUPAI

BOKpPYT cebsi mpromyto “Gparuto.”>3

The jaded, tired Krasavin’s presence in the “fraternity” is similar to that of a
demigod who is both known and unknown to everyone, and who is both powerful and
dissatisfied at the same time. Vasiatkin’s introducing of Miss Morton to Krasavin is

similar to the act of a sly courtier who seeks to please his patron while pursuing his own

interests. Vasiatkin knows:

51 Ibid., 16.
52 Ibid., 15-6.
53 Ibid., 16-17.
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What could one surprise Krasavin with, at whose service were women

from all over the world? And here is a mute beauty... This was such an

extravagant novelty, that it shook up the bored patron of arts beyond

recognition.

Yem moxHO 66110 yiusuTe Kpacasuna, x ycsryram KOTOporo ObLiu

JKCHIMHB] BCEX ILSITH YacTer cBera? A TyT HeMas KpacaBHIA....JTO Oblia

TaKas 95KCTPABArAaHTHAS HOBOCTb, KOTOPAs 3aCTABUIIA OXHUBUTHCS

CKyUaBILIEro MEL[EHATA JIO0 Hey3HaBAeMOCTH. O

Andrew Becker observes that in Hesiodic text, “the stimulus for wonder in the
audience 1s not a description of the visible features of Pandora, but a report of the bard’s
experience of these features.”>> In Hesiod’s words, “Wonder seized the deathless gods
and mortal men when // they saw the utter deception, irresistible for men.”? In Works
and Days, Hesiod writes that Zeus “ordered famous Hephaestus to mix earth with water as
quickly as possible, and to place the voice of a human in (them), and strength, and in the
face to liken the fine, desire-provoking appearance of the maiden to the deathless
goddesses.”’ Becker explains that “[f]rom this point on, the text merely elaborates the
consequences she will have among humans, without further describing Pandora as a
physical object.”® Ultimately, Pandora becomes “a gift of evil to charm the hearts of all
men as they hug their own doom™3? and the punishment that Pandora inflicts upon men
is the result of their inability to resist her charm.

Becker states that “the effects of Pandora, represented by the description, are

significantly more important than her appearance, represented by her status as a work of

>4 Ibid., 25.

5 Andrew Sprague Becker, “Sculpture and Language in Early Greek Ekphrasis,” Arethusa 26, no.
3 (1993), 284.

56 Hesiod, 588-89. Becker’s translation, qtd. in “Sculpture and Language,” 286.
°7.Qtd. in Becker, 287.

58 Becker, 286.

29 Qtd. in Becker, 287.
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sculpture.”®Y In Shooting Stars, the power of Miss Morton’s presence is also represented by
Burghardt’s reaction to her, not by any special acts or looks on her part. His vision of her
and his own understanding of her nature, however misguided it may be, constitute the
essence of these ekphrastic passages.

In Hesiod’s account, the mythical gods bring the statue of Pandora to life when
they give it “voice” and “vigor.”6! Speech is a special quality that sets humans apart from
the metallic creatures that are made by Hephaestus. Pandora, however, remains silent
and never uses this gift. As Francis notes, “[g]iven that speech is ... a particular quality of
the living, that Pandora has this quality but does not use it makes her even more of a
contradiction and raises further questions as to what kind of being she is.”6> Having been
created out of clay by Hephaestus, she is not human in the full sense of the word, but a
work of art (or artifice), an artistic representation. Yet the human voice that is added to
it, as Andrew Becker reminds us, “makes that representation a more powerful and
persuasive replica of the original: it begins to turn a work of visual art, in this case
sculpture, into life.”%3 A reader who encounters Hesiod’s ekphrases devoted to Pandora
ought to wonder whether she is “a woman described as a statue or a statue described as a
woman?”6*

Burghardt is tortured by a similar question regarding Miss Morton. Clearly, she
has a human form, but both her looks and her manners cause Burghardt to idealize her:

Burghardt was watching Miss Morton the entire time and was
experiencing some sort of quiet and sweet joy, as if one of the statues that

60 Becker, 278.
61 Francis, 13.
62 Ibid., 15.

63 Becker, 287.

64 Francis, 14.
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came to him in dreams some time ago came to life. This was a marvelous
and young dream that overshadowed everything else. And she was so
good and pure in her incomprehension, in the halo of maidenly innocence
and in that silence that hid a mysterious inner human being, as if this was
not an earthly being, but a visitor from some other world.

byprapnr Bcé Bpems Habinogan mucc MOpPTOH H mepexuBa Kakyto-T0
THXYI0 ¥ TAKY0 XOPOIIYO PAIOCTh, TOUHO OXMJIA OJHA U3 TEX CTATYH,
KOTOpPBle KOTJJA-TO IPE3MIMCH eMy. DTO ObLI UyIHBIA MOJIOJOH COH,
KOTOPBIH 3aCJIOHS BCE OCTaIbHOE. A OHA OblIa TaK XOPOIIA U YUCTA B
CBOEM HCIIOHMMAaHWHU, B OPCOJIC ,HCBHHCIZ HEBMHHOCTHU U B 5TOM
MOJIYaHWH, CKPb1BABIICM TAMHCTBCHHOI'O BHYTPCHHET'O UECJIOBEKA, TOUHO
9TO OBLIO HE 3¢MHOE CYIIECTBO, a IIPHUIIEJICH U3 KAKOTO-TO JPYrOoro
mupa.o’

As days go by and Burghardt is able to see and interact with Miss Morton more,
his initial impression persists. Bochulskaia knows of Burghardt’s infatuation with Miss
Morton, but she is certain that it will pass, and she does what is in her power to propel the
process. In the second half of the novel, she performs as Medea in the play that is staged
at a small theater in Ozerki, outside of St. Petersburg. Bochulskaia invites Burghardt to
the play, and upon his arrival, he finds Miss Morton at the theater. Completely unaware
of Bochulskaia’s involvement in this meeting, Burghardt is genuinely surprised by Miss
Morton’s presence:

He once again kissed her hand, seized by a sweet insanity that caused his

head to spin. How she ... came to this exact play and this exact box he

did not ask, as if this was exactly how everything ought to be. Would

anyone ask an angel fallen from heaven about how he fell, and would

anyone ask a statue if she would start speaking all of a sudden?

OH BTOpPHUHO MOLIEIOBA €€ PYKY, OXBAUCHHBIN CIAIKUM Oe3yMUEM, OT

KOTOPOTO KPYXMIach rojosa. Kak oHa ... momajga IMEHHO Ha 5TOT

CIIEKTAKJIb U B 9Ty UMEHHO JIOXY — OH HE CIIPAIIUBAJ, TOYHO BCE TAK U

JIOJDKHO ObLI0 661Th. Passe cripammBator yrrasmiero ¢ Heba aHresia, Kax

OH yIaJI ¥ pasBe CTaMu Obl CIIPAIIUBATD CTATY10, €CIU Obl OHA BIPYT
3aroBopuia?®t

65 Mamin-Sibiriak, 83.
66 Ibid., 218.
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Burghardt feels that happiness is within reach, and that this happiness will be as
extraordinary for Miss Morton herself: “We will be happy in spite of everything. Yes,
happy like gods, for even to gods happiness did not come without a price.” [Ms1 Oyiem
cuacTauBbl Harepekop Bcemy. Jla, cuacriueel, kak 60ru, a cuacTee Jaxe 6oraM He
JIOCTABAJIOCH JApOM. .. |57

Soon afterwards, when Burghardt declares his feelings for Miss Morton, the
comparison with a statue becomes almost disturbing in its repetitiveness: “He was kissing
her face, her neck, her hands, and she was sitting with her eyes open, like a statue, if
statues ever could return kisses and embraces.” [On menoBa e€ auno, meto, pykH, a oHa
CHJIEJIA C PACKPBITBIMU TJIa3aMU, TOYHO CTATYsl, €CJIU Obl CTATYH YMEJIH BO3BPAIIATD
nouesyu 1 obuuMars. |58 Both Pandora and Miss Morton have hidden in them the
lifelessness that will cause destruction once it is revealed; however there is a fundamental
difference that exists between these two characters. Whereas, in Vernant’s words,
“Pandora 1s fashioned to resemble a human maiden who does not yet exist and whose
exact prototype she will be,”%? Miss Morton represents to Burghardt the apotheosis of all
the women whom he has encountered. Burghardt’s tragedy lies in the fact that by
becoming obsessed with ideal form, he turns away from life. He is surrounded by

disappointment and death: his wife has died a few years earlier, his daughter lacks

67 Ibid., 228.

68 Ibid., 225. The comparison between Miss Morton and a statue that continues reappearing
throughout the novel suggest a connection to yet another Greek myth — that of Pygmalion
and his love for Galatea found in Ovid's Metamorphoses. Like Pygmalion, Burghardt is in love,
essentially, with a figment of his own imagination. In Shooting Stars, however, we see almost a
complete reversal of the Pygmalion myth. Galatea is created by Pygmalion out of ivory and is
allowed to come to life as a result of his love for her. Miss Morton, however, is a living being
who gradually becomes more and more lifeless as the narrative progresses.

69 Vernant and Zeitlin, 406-4.
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physical beauty, the daughter’s nanny dies unexpectedly, and Miss Morton, whose very
name is a bad omen’? from the start, dies while giving birth to a son who was already
dead while still in her womb.

Burghardt begins to understand the Pandora-like “craftiness, deceit,
shamelessness, and irresistible allure””! of Miss Morton during the trip to Finland that the
two of them take in order to get away from the bustle of St. Petersburg and during which
Burghardt is planning to make a proposal of marriage. First, Burghardt notices Miss
Morton’s unusual appetite:

According to a Finnish tradition, hors d'oeuvres were served again before
dinner, and Miss Morton with great appetite began to devour some
Swedish preserves. Burghardt was a little shocked at this. For him, food
in general did not exist, and now especially. He was sitting and thinking
about the form in which to make his proposal... The prosaic environment
of the dinner seemed to disturb the importance of the solemnity of the
moment, and Miss Morton’s appetite only strengthened that impression.

ITo purmsaraCcKOMY OOBIUalO IIpe s 06emoM OblIa MOJAHA OILATH 3aKyCKa, U
MMCC MOpTOH C 6OJII)]_HI/IM AlllICTUTOM IIPUHJIACHh YHUUTOXATh KaKHUE-TO
IIBEICKME KOHCEPBbl. byprap T HEeMHOXKO ObLI IIOKUPOBAH 3TUM, - JJIS
HEro ejja, BooOdIe, He CymeCTBOBAIIA, a ceruac B ocobennoctu. OH
CHIIEJI ¥ IyMaJI O TOM, B KaKOM pOpMe eMy CHEIATH IIPEIOXCHHUE. . .
IIposauueckas obcraHoBka obefja TOUHO HAPYLIAIA BAXHOCTD
HACTYIIMBIIET0 MOMEHTA, a TyT ewé anmerut Mucc Mopron.’?

In the course of the dinner, the aura of Miss Morton’s external beauty fades, and
Burghardt’s disappointment continues to increase:

After the first course she began with the same appetite to eat the main
course and with a smile pointed at the fried trout listed on the menu...
When Miss Morton was eating, Burghardt remembered the words of Dr.
Hauser: on her face, indeed, showed “a predominance of animal
mstincts.” However, all people, when they eat, do not look particularly
beautiful...

70 From the Latin root “mort,” which means “death.”
7! Francis, 13.
72 Mamin-Sibiriak, 257.
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IToce 3akycku OHA € TAKUM XK€ AIIIETHTOM IIPUHIACH 32 00CK U C
yJIBIOKOM ITOKAa3ajia Ha CTOSBINYIO B MEHIO XapeHyto ¢opeis... Korga
mucc MoproH ena, byprapary npunomusasucs ciiosa gokropa I'aysepa,
- y Heé B Jmnne, JeUCTBUTEIHHO, IIOJIyUAJIOCh TIPe0DJIaTaHue SKUBOTHBIX
WHCTHHKTOB.” Bmpouewm, Bcestonu, Korjaenir,
HEOTJINYAOTCA0COOEHHOUKPACOTOH. .. 73

Finally, Miss Morton begins to feel sick, but she is undeterred in her decision to
devour the rest of the meal:
Fried trout was served. Miss Morton pretended to applaud this marvel of
Finnish cuisine. But she took only one piece and put it back on the
plate... Miss Morton’s face grew pale, she quickly got up from the table
and, covering her mouth with a handkerchief, quickly went to the
common room... In the room she felt nauseated, but she explained that it
would pass and that she would eat the wonderful trout after all.
ITomana Opu1a xapenas popens. Mucc Mopron chenana Bum, uto
artogupyer sroMy uyny puHckon kyxHu. Ho oHa B3su1a Bcero onus
KYCOK M ITOJIOXKHJIA €10 OOPATHO Ha TAPEJIKY. .. Jiuio Mucc Moprox
o0Jie JHeJI0, OHA OBICTPO MOJHSIIACH M3-32 CTOJIA U, 3aKPbIBAS POT

IIATKOM, OBICTPO momuIa B 00muM 3ai... B HoMepe ¢ Hel ciesnanoch
JIYPHO, HO OHA OO'BSICHUJIA, UTO 3TO IIPOHUAET, ¥ UTO OHA BCE-TAKU OymeT

ecTb uyHyto popesib.’t

To her disappointment, the trout would remain uneaten. The nauseating smell of
crabapple that Miss Morton thought was coming from the fish has turned out to be a
figment of her imagination or, in other words, a result of a food aversion caused by her
pregnancy. Burghardt’s shock at Miss Morton’s appetite is now superseded by the utter
horror at the thought that he was about to propose marriage to a woman who is pregnant
with Krasavin’s child. The statue that Burghardt has put on the pedestal of his artistic
fancy has fallen to the ground, crushing both his dream of conjugal love and his hope for

a rebirth of his artistic creativity.

73 Ibid.
7+ Ibid., 258.
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To everyone’s surprise, even after the news of Miss Morton’s pregnancy is
revealed, Burghardt continues to care for her. She dies in the seventh month of her
pregnancy, surrounded by Burghardt, Bochulskaia, and Dr. Hauser. A few moments
before her passing, Burghardt comes into her room and see her utterly exhausted after
her labor. Just as he does in the beginning of the novel, the narrator once again
minimizes the description of Miss Morton’s outward appearance and focuses on the effect
that her presence produces on Burghardt:

The patient was lying with her eyes closed the entire time and did not

recognize anyone. It appeared to Burghardt that she glanced at him once,

but he was not sure of that... Burghardt stood at the head of her bed and

was thinking that he had failed to do something that he was supposed to

do. The deceased had an expression on her face as if she were asking

something. Yes, everyone leaves this world with such an unresolved

question...

BosibHast BCE BpeMst Jiexasta ¢ 3aKpbITHIMU TJIA3aMH U HEUKOTO He

ysHaBaya. byprapary mokasaynocs, 4To OHa OJUH pas B3LJIAHYJIA HA HETO,

HO OH HE ObLI YBEPEH U B 3TOM... Byprapur crosii y Heé B U3rOJIOBBAX U

JyMaJI O TOM, UTO YEero-TO HE CIEJIAJI, UTO JOJDKEH ObLI chesatb. Ay

[TOKOMHHIIB] HA JIULE OBLIO TAKOE BBIPAXEHHE, TOUHO OHA UTO-TO

cnpamuBaia. Jla, xaxapld Ue0BEK YXOJIUT U3 9TOTO MUPA C TaKUM

Hepa3peUICHHBIM BOIIPOCOM...” 7

The precise moment of her passing is not mentioned.

At first she was called a “patient” [6ospHas], and the next moment Burghardt
looks at her she is already referred to as “the deceased,” as if there was virtually no
transition from one state to another. Burghardt is again left to struggle against the

impression that he receives from the presence of Miss Morton’s body. All he can do is

wonder whether Miss Morton is asking him a question and what this question is.

75 Ibid., 304-5.
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In the words of Aelius Theon, an Alexandrian sophist, ekphrasis is a form of
“descriptive language, bringing what is portrayed clearly before the sight.”’¢ Francis adds
that ekphrasis “communicates through both word and image.””” Throughout the novel,
Burghardt’s attitude towards Miss Morton is presented as that of a sculptor admiring a
work of art that is superior to all other forms of creation. The readers’ understanding of
Burghardt’s admiration and subsequent disappointment in the idea that Miss Morton
suggests to him is shaped by the ekphrases that the narrator offers throughout the
narrative and that focus not on the object’s appearance, but on the effect that the object
has on the viewer. Just as Hesiod’s descriptions of Pandora emphasize that “her primary
significance lies in her effect,””® so do the words of Mamin-Sibiriak’s narrator repeatedly
reveal the protagonist’s inability to distinguish Miss Morton’s person from his own
conception of what she is.

From Burghardt’s point of view, his infatuation with Miss Morton was tragic.
After feeling the deep disappointment that was caused by losing both Miss Morton and
his idealized conception of her, Burghardt is no longer able to create art. However,
unlike Pushkin’s stationmaster and Dostoevsky’s narrator in “The Meek One,” Burghardt
1s not a victim of his own loquacity. As a sculptor, he a priori is somewhat distant from
verbal expression, and his descriptions of people and scenes are quite weak and
infrequent. For this reason, ekphrasis in Shooting Stars works somewhat differently from

the two works we have considered before. In Mamin-Sibiriak’s novel, it is the narrator,

76 Kennedy, 45.
77 Francis, 7. My emphasis.
78 Becker, 289.
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not the protagonist who offers ekphrases focused on the protagonist’s impressions. Thus,
to paraphrase Baxandall’s formulation, ekphrasis is not a description of pictures but a

narrator’s description of the protagonist’s thought about having seen pictures.
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Chapter Four
Kaverin, Artist Unknown:

The Eyes of an Artist vs. The Eyes of a Lizard

3anaua XyJIOXHHKA HE B TOM, YTOOB1

IoKa3aTh JEUCTBUTEILHOCTD, 4 B TOM, UTOOb1
CTPOUTH HA MATEPUAJIE PEATHLHON
JIEUCTBUTEJILHOCTH, UCXOJ S U3 HEE, HOBBIM MUP
— MHP ICUCTBUTEJILHOCTH ICTETUUCCKOMH,
HUIICAJILHOM.

Lveumpui Topbos, “Iloucku I'anameu™

Veniamin Kaverin’s Artist Unknown (Xydomcrux neuseecmen, 1931) 1s a novel that, as
Victor Erlich sums it up, depicts in vivid colors “the conflict between a single-track-
minded Communist man of action, Shpektorov, and an engagingly quixotic painter,
Arkhimedov.”! Although highly individualized, these two male characters represent
more than their own narrowly defined individual points of view. Instead, with their help,
the author conveys to the readers two approaches to social reform that, although they
pursue the same ultimate goal, disagree on the means of achieving it. These approaches
cannot coexist and cannot be reconciled, and in its essence, the conflict between the two

male characters is “the contest between ‘calculating on romanticism’ and ‘the romance of

I Victor Erlich, “Post-Stalin Trends in Russian Literature,” Slavic Review 23, no. 3 (Sep., 1964),
407.
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calculation.””? At the base of this conflict lies the question of the nature and the purpose
of art in the pursuit of social reform.

The narrator in Artist Unknown recounts a family drama that involves the
eponymous artist Arkhimedov, his friend and opponent Shpektorov, and Arkhimedov’s
wife, Esther. The recurrent plot device of a love triangle between two men and one
woman, introduced in Pushkin’s “The Stationmaster,” briefly touched upon in “The
Meek One,” and referenced in Mamin-Sibiriak’s Shooting Stars, 1s used extensively in Artist
Unknown. In the latter work, however, the silence and the blindness are not immutable
characteristics. While the artist’s inability to paint and the heroine’s suicide in a
superficial way indicate that these traits do increase in intensity, on a deeper level they
testify to the contrary: Esther’s silent suicide act communicates to Arkhimedov much
more than her words could in the past, and as a result, he finally gains the artistic vision
that he has been searching for from the beginning of the novel. The narrator supplies
ekphrases throughout the novel that, just as we saw in the works discussed previously,
indicate that verbal communication between characters may be not only unnecessary, but
also detrimental to true communication. Finally, the blindness and silence that up till
now were clearly associated with men and women, respectively, are at times shared in
Artist Unknown by characters of both genders.

Writing in 1931 in Leningrad newspaper 7he Star [ 3sesda], Veniamin Kaverin
expressed his opinion that a new work of art will not be truly new until “it not only

contains new ideology, but also has a new form.”? Kaverin’s bold statement regarding his

2 Vladimir Solov’ev, “Gulliver in The Land of The Giants (On the Seventy-fifth Birthday of Iurii
Olesha),” Soviet Studies in Literature 12, no. 3 (1976), 11.

3 Qtd. in Donald Piper, V. A. Kaverin; a Soviet Writer's Response to the Problem of Commatment. The
Relationship of Skandalist and Khudozhnik Neizvesten to the Development of Soviet Literature in the Late
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artistic position was not an anomaly for his time. The 1920’s and the very early 1930’s
were the period in Soviet literature when writers were searching for new forms, new ways
of expression, and new approaches to subject matter. Numerous literary organizations
were formed, reformed, or disbanded on the basis of the literary and ideological positions
of their members. The most prominent organizations of the time included the Russian
Association of Proletarian Writers [Poccurickas acconpanms mposieTapcKux MUCATEIICH,
or PAIIII, 1925-32], the Union of Proletarian Writers’ Associations [Bcecotosuoe
obbeuHeHne acconpanun nposerapcekux mucaresner, or BOAIIIL, 1928-32], Vladimir
Mayakovsky’s Left Front of the Arts [JleBbint $ponT rckyccrsa, or JIED, 1922-9], and
The Pass [Ilepesai, 1923-32]. Besides these major organizations, there were such groups
as The Young Guard [Mosomas reapgus], The Workers’ Spring [Pabouas secna], The
Smithy [Kysuuua|, and others. Some of these organizations were created in order to
attract and influence a specific social group: the children, the youth, the workers, etc.*
Kaverin himself was an active member of The Pass, the literary association that, along
with many others, was disbanded in 1932, and several of whose former member were
executed in the later years.> Kaverin captures some of the turmoil caused by the search
for new artistic forms that would reflect the new ideology in his novel Artist Unknown and

he even pushes the question a little further by asking whether art in any of its forms has a

Nineteen-twenties. (Pittsburgh, Pa.: Duquesne University Press, 1970), 123. Original in Jvezda,
VIII (1931).

+See Gleb Struve, Russian literature under Lenin and Stalin, 1917-1953 (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1971) and Svetlana Leontieva’s dissertation, Literatura i pionerskie organizatsi:
wdeologiia 1 poetika (Tver’, 2006).

5 See Vasilii Grossman, The road: stories, journalism, and essays. Edited by Robert Chandler, Elizabeth
Chandler, Olga Mukovnikova, and Yury Bit-Yunan (New York: New York Review Books,
2010).
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place in the new society. He also addresses in his novel the problem of teaching the youth
and bringing up one’s own ideological posterity.

The year 1932 became the final year for most if not all the independent literary
organizations in the Soviet Union because a new and centralized organization was put
into place by the bureaucratic apparatus. Regine Robin describes this transition as
follows:

What was involved was not actually a long contradictory process of

gestation, the result of more than ten years of polemical struggles,

questioning, and confrontations in the critical, literary, and aesthetic

realms; it is easy enough to imagine that the notion came directly — along

with everything else — from the top, that it was administratively imposed.®

This imposition virtually annulled all the arguments and artistic positions that
were expressed in the earlier years by authors and artists of various degrees of political
conviction, ideological commitment, and artistic talent. On April 23, 1932, all the circles,
groups, and associations were closed by the single directive that came from the Central
Committee of the Communist party “in order to make way for the Union of Soviet
Writers.”” Once set in place, the organization could control virtually all literary
production in the country and steer it in one direction. Specifically, the statutes of the
Writer’s Union declared the following:

The victory of socialism, the rapid growth of productive forces

unprecedented in the history of humanity, the burgeoning process of the

liquidation of classes, the elimination of all possibilities of exploitation of

man by man and the elimination of the contrasts between city and

countryside, and, finally, the progress of science and culture create

limitless possibilities for a qualitative and quantitative increase in creative
forces and for the expansion of all types of art and literature.?

6 Régine Robin, Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
1992), 12.

7 See Robin, 12 and Struve, 253.
8 Qtd. in Robin, 11.
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In the same document, the writers were encouraged to take the “opportunity to
manifest any artistic initiative and a choice of various forms, styles, and genres,” as long as
they remembered that their primary role was to offer to their readers “a historically
concrete presentation of reality in its revolutionary development.”® Naturally, this type of
depiction demanded that the authors imagined the revolutionary development of reality
with the ultimate victory of communism in mind.

The “limitless possibilities” in the realm of Soviet literature became an even more
unattainable ideal after the year 1932. Although when it comes to Kaverin’s political
convictions, there is little doubt that he did subscribe to the cause of Marxism, the author
himself insisted that writing on prescribed topics and producing predictable plot lines was
detrimental to the development and to the quality of Soviet literature. Specifically, he
stated: “Everyone knows that collectivization is transforming the countryside to a socialist
pattern. But if I were set such a theme, I should not write about it. It is impermissible to
set a writer a theme prematurely, he must discover it himself.”!0

Willing to conform to the Marxist idea, but insisting on retaining his artistic
authority and the freedom to explore, Kaverin found himself'in a very uncomfortable
position. In 1929 he finished an early draft of Artist Unknown, but set it aside. He returned
to it in 1930, after the unsuccessful publication of his cycle of stories The Prolog [I1posoe].!!
In 1931, he published the novel at first in the journal {vezda and later, with the help of the

Publishing House of Writers in Leningrad, as an individual book. Significantly revised,

9 Thid.
10 Qtd. in Piper, 122.

11'See V. Borisova, “V poiskakh puti,” V. Kaverin, Sobranie Sochinenit (Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1964), 2:556.
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Artist Unknown came out again in 1964 as part of a six-volume edition of Kaverin’s
collected works.

To do the novel full justice, a thorough comparative textological analysis of the
earlier and the later editions is required. A cursory comparison between the 1931 and the
1964 edition of the novel suggests that Kaverin’s own understanding of the nature of
social reforms and his preferences for the direction that they should take fluctuated. The
later texts contains several changes and omissions that to some extent tone down the
pathos associated with the artist’s persona. In the 1964 edition, the narrator’s words
betray less pity towards Arkhimedov and at the same time less demonization of
Shpektorov. For example, in the 1931 version Shpektorov presents Arkhimedov with the
following accusation: “We know that the abolition of the right to privacy will become the
abolition of familial, industrial, and scientific tradition. And you are fighting for that

'7’

right!” [Mp1 3HaeM, UTO YHUUTOXEHHME IIPaBa HA JIMUHYIO XU3Hb Oy 1T YHUUTOXECHIEM
TPAJULUHI CEMEHHBIX, IPOU3BOJICTBEHHBIX, HAYUHBIX. A Tl Gopewmbcs 3a 910 npaso!|!?
The later edition omits this charge entirely. Also in the 1931 edition the narrator shares
his musings on the protagonist’s status as a Soviet Don Quixote and allows one of
Arkhimdov’s disciple to explain that while Don Quixot “faught against illusions in the
name of nobility, but we fight for nobility in the name of ... art” [cpaxaics ¢
WLTIO3MAMH BO UM OJIAarOPOJICTBA, 4 Mbl CPaXaeMcs 3a OJIarOpoICTBO BO UM ...

uckyccrsa].”!3 This explanation is cut out of the later versions of the text, and so is the

brief moment in Chapter Two when the artist’s paternal love and pride is rebuffed by

12 Veniamin Kaverin, Khudozhnik neizvesten (Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo pisatelei v Leningrade, 1931),
14.

13 Ibid., 50-51.
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filial hunger for independence. After attempting to run away from home and to take his
son with him, Arkhimedov realizes that he will need help to attend to the baby’s
physiological needs, and the narrator, present at the scene, offers help by inviting to his
own home. Arkhimedov then “loudly” [3BonKko] kissed his swaddled infant. In response,
“His son opened his eyes, with effort pulled out his hand and hit him in the face.” [Cein
OTKPBLI IJIa3a, C YCUJIMEM BBITALIMII PYKY U YIAPHII €ro B jiumo. |4

Arkhimedov of the later edition appears to be somewhat lacking in the idealist
luster, and to some extent this palpable difference between the two versions of the same
character allowed the Soviet critic V. Borisova to claim that during the late 1920s — early
1930s, when the key questions in literary life revolved around the nature of artistic
creation, the ties between art and reality, and the relationship between an artist and his
contemporaries, Kaverin had not yet been able to resolve these problems in the spirit of
“party-mindedness” [maprurrocTs| and the “popular spirit” [Hapoznocts|, and he
appeared to display both social pessimism and literary formalism.!> In Borisova’s
opinion, the ideological aspect of Kaverin’s work suffered significantly.

Borisova’s conclusions echo the criticism that Kaverin received in the 1920’s and
1930’s. On one occasion, the literary critic Kozakov lashed out against Kaverin for what
he perceived to be the author’s unsound position, insisting that “Kaverin’s system of

literary and theoretical views 1s manifestly corrupt, it should be destroyed at its very

14Tbid., 32. Some of the other important cuts are found in Ch. 2, section 8 (the narrator’s
imagining of an argument between Shpektorov and Arkhimedov regarding the role of
morality), Ch. 3, section 1 (the words “fallen anges!” [mamurue auressi] are replaced with
“demons” [memonsi]), second half of Ch. 3, section 3 (Shpektorov’s conversation with the
narrator), Gh. 3, section 7 (Zhaba’s speech about the danger that is faced by the republic).

15 Borisova, 556-7.
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roots.”!6 Kaverin’s attempts to defend his and other authors’ artistic freedom, to shield it
from the encroachment of ideological uniformity and revolutionary utilitarianism, were
condemned by literary bureaucrats, and as a consequence, his novel Artist Unknown was
considered “a battle call of bourgeois restorationism.”!’

It was apparent to literary critics that Kaverin was influenced by such authors as
Olga Forsh, Boris Pasternak, and Iury Olesha — Soviet authors who, hesitant to take a
firm and ideologically sound stand at the time when the society was heading into
socialism at full speed, were called “fellow-travelers” [momyrumku]. In retrospect,
Borisova suggests that these authors’ fears of an onslaught of “vulgar utilitarianism”!®
were unjustified, and that in fact towards the end of the novel Artist Unknown, Kaverin
himself sympathizes with Shpektorov, the dedicated builder of socialism who thinks that
Arkhimedov, despite his status of a talented artist and the novel’s unfortunate protagonist,
is out of touch with contemporary reality.!? Even if Borisova’s response to the novel is
based upon the 1964 edition, her conclusions are still debatable.

The present analysis will focus on the 1931 edition of the novel, the version that
appears more complete and that lacks the relatively small edits that resulted in significant
semantic changes in later versions. The plot of the novel evolves on two planes: a
domestic and an ideological one. The narrator, whose name we do not know, tells the
story of two men, Aleksei Arkhimedov and Aleksandr Shpektorov, one woman, Esther,

and a child, Ferdinand. Arkhimedov is the artist who believes that art is able to teach

16 Qtd. in Piper, 122. Orig.: reported in {vezda, VIII (1931).

17 Maxim Shrayer, An Anthology of Jewish-Russian Literature: Two Centuries of Dual Identity in Prose and
Poetry (Armonk, N.Y.: Sharpe, 2007), 268.

18 Borisova, 556.

19 Ibid., 563.
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such moral values as honesty and responsibility, and therefore it plays an integral role in
social improvement. Esther, Arkhimedov’s wife, is distant from ideological debates and is
tired of her husband’s lack of interest in domestic life and in their baby Ferdinand. Their
friend and a next door neighbor, Shpektorov, is actively engaged in the cause of literally
building a new world: he goes to the steppes and works on a construction site, managing
hundreds of local, barely literate, workers. Arkhimedov, on the other hand, attempts to
forge a following among the youth. He also hopes that his son will follow in his footsteps.
Ferdinand, however, turns out to be Shpektorov’s son, both biologically and legally after
Shpektorov adopts him at the end of the novel. Unable either to leave Arkhimedov for
Shpektorov or to continue living a lie by staying Arkhimedov’s wife, Esther commits
suicide by throwing herself off the roof of a five-story building. Having lost both his wife
and his son, Arkhimedov appears to have lost any hope for posterity — biological,
ideological, artistic, or any other. Nevertheless, the novel ends with a description of a
masterpiece by an unknown artist that not only powerfully depicts Esther’s suicide but
also suggests that Arkhimedov’s artistic, and therefore ideological, legacy will, after all,
continue.

Writing thirty-five years after the first publication of Artist Unknown and looking at
it from outside of the Iron Curtain, Hongor Oulanoff explains that through his art
Arkhimedov simply wishes to “regenerate a spiritually regimented society and reclaim it
from its narrowly technological craze to a more balanced vision of the world [as he]

engages in what he believes to be a crusade to make the vulgar and the base more
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humane.”?? Rosemarie Kieffer states that although some critics side with Arkhimedov
against Shpektorov and believe that Kaverin does likewise, she 1s of the opinion that

the author recognizes ... the richness of human nature, the difficulties and

obstacles to be surmounted along the road which leads to truth. In certain

situations and in certain epochs, he seems to say, human liberty is manifest

more easily in the control of material things than in creations of the

intellect and the imagination.?!

Still, Arkhimedov’s position, despite its apparent disadvantages, displays the kind
of faith in a higher cause that does not shrink in the face of even the most obvious
probability of defeat. Even though Shpektorov, the “realistic builder of the new world,”
shows contempt towards ethics and “holds the product of art to be low on the list of
requirements for the new state,” the artist Arkhimedov, despite his apparent weakness,
“has produced, nonetheless, a single deathless picture.”?? It is this deathless quality of art
that gives the reader a valid reason to think that the achievement of materialistic ends
does not always justify the means of achieving them.

From the very beginning of the novel, Arkhimedov is presented as a prophet-like
figure. The narrator sets the opening scene by describing the variegated crowd that one
can encounter on the streets of a large city, and then turns his attention to Arkhimedov
who “stopped and hit a rock with a stick” [ocranOBHICS 1 CTYKHYJI TAJIKOR O KAMEHB |,
and declared: “For the thief, for the girls, for the thankless labor of the floor-polishers, for

the hypocrite who just rode by holding a briefcase on his lap, for the wench — you are

responsible” [3a Bopa, 3a meBun, 3a HEOJIANOLAPHBINA TPV, IIOJIOTEPOB, 32 ITOTO

20 Hongor Oulanoff, “Kaverin’s Khudozbnik neizvesten: Structure and Motivation,” The Slavic and
East European fournal 10, no. 4 (Winter, 1966), 390.

21 Rosemarie Kieffer, “A Long Fidelity: The Career of Veniamin Kaverin,” trans. by William
Riggan, World Literature Today 52, no. 4 (Autumn, 1978), 578.

22 Edward J. Brown, Russian Literature Since the Revolution (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University
Press, 1982), 76.
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JIILIeMepa, KOTOPBIF IPOEXal, AepXa Ha KOJICHSX OPTQeIIb, 3a IEBKY — OTBEUACIID
th1].23 The suddenness and intensity of this statement suggest that the conversation must
have started some time before, and that here the readers are witnessing a continuation of
a long argument. In a way, this conversation will continue throughout the novel, until the
two main characters finally go their separate ways. Before that happens, however, the
narrator’s task is to introduce the readers to both sides of the argument.

Arkhimedov’s prophetic status in the novel is at first marked indirectly. The
symbolic gesture of hitting the rock with the stick in his hand is a reference to the Old
Testament prophet Moses who led the ancient Israelites out of their bondage in Egypt.
While sojourning in the wilderness, the Israelites have grown dissatisfied with their
physical conditions and begun to pine for the comforts that they had left behind in Egypt.
To alleviate their suffering, Moses obtained water for them by hitting a rock with a
stick.?*

Although Arkhimedov does not make water run from a rock in the opening scene
of the novel, he is the person who is responsible for providing material comforts for
others. Just like the Israelites, who at one point were given manna from heaven but
eventually began wishing for meat, Arkhimedov’s own son presents him with demands
that the artist would rather avoid. The narrator develops the biblical allusion when
Arkhimedov and Shpektorov arrive at Arkhimedov’s home where they are greeted by
Esther who, with a measure of frustration, informs Arkhimedov, speaking of the baby:

“He no longer wants to nurse. He wants meat.” [On 6osipie zHe xouer cocats. O

23 Kaverin, 8.

24 Exodus 17:6.
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tpebyer msca.|?® Arkhimedov’s immediate response to Esther’s complaint is simple:
“Give him meat” [Han emy msca].?6 Whether he is pandering to the infant or whether he
1s simply too distracted to pay attention to the fact that infants physically cannot chew
meat, remains unclear. At the same time, baby Ferdinand is unusually large for his age
and develops faster than it would be normally expected. When Zhaba, one of
Arkhimedov’s disciples, is given charge to take care of the infant, he informs him: “The
son of a Slav and a Jewess, you are born under the Soviet coat of arms!” [Crpir
CJIABSIHUHA M €BPEHKH, Thl POXIEH o coBerckuM repbom!]?’ For this reason, Zhaba
believes, Ferdinand ought to be temperate in his desires; yet, as he finds out first-hand,
Ferdinand thinks otherwise.

Arkhimedov hopes to raise his son in such a way that he, too, would value honesty
and nobility as Arkhimedov understands them. Because of his unwillingness to
compromise quality for the sake of efficiency, Arkhimedov comes across as a misfit in his
contemporary society; yet at the same time, with his trained eye of an artist, he can
observe his environment and note the details that go unnoticed by others. The narrator
makes several attempts to present Arkhimedov as someone more than an artist, certainly
more than the buffoon or the simpleton that others may think him to be. In the
beginning, he notes that Arkhimedov stands out because of his appearance: “He looked
very strange in his long overcoat, in a little cap, and glasses covered in shining raindrops.”

[OH BBIMJISLIEIS OUCHD CTPAHHBIM B CBOEM JJIMHHOM ITAJIBTO, B KEITOUKE, B OUKAX, HA

25 Kaverin, 12.
26 Ibid.,12.
27 Ibid., 65.
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KOTOpBIX Oiecresn noxuesble kamn. |?® The narrator mentions Arkhimedov’s glasses
several times throughout the novel. In fact, the two most striking qualities that the
narrator remembers from his very first meeting with Arkhimedov as Shpektorov’s
neighbor are his reticence and a sense of dignity:

At one point he introduced me to his neighbor who was baggy,
taciturn, bespectacled. I remembered his last name. One could sense a
tinge of importance in it, the kind that is associated with a seminary.

And he was important.

During the entire evening he said only two or three insignificant
phrases.

[OHAX IB1 OH TO3HAKOMIII MEHS CO CBOMM COCEJIOM,
MCIIKOBATBHIM, MOJIYAJINBBIM, B OUKaXx. MHC 3aIIOMHMJIACH (l)aMI/IJH/I}E[.
OTTeHOK CeMHUHAPCKON BAXKHOCTH UYBCTBOBAJICS B HEH.

OH u 6bLI BaXeH.

3a Bech Beuep OH CKA3aJI TOJIBKO JIBE WJIM TPU HE3HAUUTEIILHBIX

dpase1.]??

A number of years later, the narrator meets Arkhimedov again. This time,
he sees Arkhimedov on a street late at night and notices that he is not alone, but
with a baby who is sleeping on the steps leading towards a monument to
Ferdinand Lassalle, a German social political activist. Arkhimedov notices the
look on the narrator’s face, and says:

You are looking at me as if I am Muhammad who just ran away
from Mecca to Medina. He had more followers than I do. I only have
one.

Br1 cmoTpuTe Ha MeHs, kak Ha MyxamMeja, TOJIBKO UTO

cbexasmero ux Mexku B Mennay. Y Hero ObLI0 6OJIBIIE CTOPOHHUKOB,
ueM y MEHsL. Y MEHs IIOKa TOJBKO onuH. 30

28 Thid., 8.
29 Ibid., 29.
30 Ibid., 31.
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The narrator responds to Arkhimedov’s observation: “you do not look like a
prophet. You do not have the confidence that anyone in Mecca is anxiously waiting for
you.” [Bbl HE IIOXOXHU Ha IIPOPOKA. Y BAC HET YBEPEHHOCTH, uTO B Mekke Bac XIyT C
uereprienueM. |3 The ill-starred prophet acknowledges the narrator’s observation and
then admits:

No one is waiting for me... Mundane life was against me, and I
have freed myself from it today at eleven-thirty at night. Everything,
including the fight for existence, I am starting anew.

[Memrs HEKTO He XIET ... BpiT ObLI IPOTUB MEHA, U 5

OCBOGOIMIICS OT HETO CErOJHS B IIOJIOBHHE JBEHAIATOrO HOun. Beé — B

TOM uHcIie 1 60pBHOY 3a CYIECTBOBAHUE — 51 HAUMHAIO CHAvaJa. |32

Only the narrator and Arkhimedov’s two disciples recognize prophetic traits in
the artist’s character. Elsewhere in the narrative, Arkhimedov is called “a teacher” and
“a preacher.” His movements and manner of speaking are both pleasing and impressive.
As a teacher, he 1s described as “unhurried, majestic,” so that “the smooth tranquility of
his movements imparted even to his silence the cogency of concentrated speech.”
[HEeTOPOIINBEIN, BEJIMUCCTBEHHbIN, U IUIABHOE CIIOKOMCTBUE IBMKCHHUM IIPUIABAJIO
CaMOMY €r0 MOJIYAHUIO YOEIUTEILHOCTE cocpeoToueHHon peun. |33 Yet it all comes to
nothing when, towards the very end, Arkhimedov is arrested for delivering a street
sermon on behalf of the homeless because no one could get away with speaking rubbish
in a public place.3*

Despite his remarkable ability to be a laughing stock for strangers and an idealistic

preacher for his disciples, Arkhimedov possesses the quality that first and foremost sets

31Ihid., 31.
32 Ibid., 31-2.
33 Ibid., 93.
34 Ibid., 90.
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him apart from the crowd as a true artist and, second, allows him to distinguish between
what he considers true art and counterfeit. Arkhimedov’s keen vision is not immediately
apparent in the narrative and presents an undercurrent theme that becomes more
prominent towards the end of the novel.

Arkhimedov’s glasses are mentioned several times throughout the narrative.
Logically, they serve as an index to Arkhimedov’s poor vision; however, when we fist see
Arkhimedov in the opening scene of the novel, he is wearing glasses are “glasses covered
in shining raindrops” [Ha xoropsix Giecresn noxuesble kammu|.3 The little drops of
water, in essence, are tiny convex lenses that transform the world that Arkhimedov sees.
They expand his vision both in terms of space and in terms of clarity.

As the narrative goes on, Arkhimedov continues noticing things that should be
apparent to everyone, but are not. Arkhimedov’s artistic vision is perfected at the end of
the novel not because of any remarkable physical transformation, but because of the
experiences that he goes through. The final transformation is also due to the fact that all
through the narrative Arkhimedov searches for what is not apparent, for the meaning of
things instead of their merely physical representation. The narrator notes that
Arkhimedov “interfered in the past, giving a new meaning to things that no longer meant
anything in reality, which no longer existed for him” [BmemuBacs B mpormwuioe,
npuinaBasi HOBI)H:I CMBb1CJI TOMY, UTO HUUECI'O HC 3HAUUJIO B ,ILCI;ICTBI/ITC‘HI)HOCTI/I, JJIsI HETO
yxe He cymecrBoBasirei. |36 Incidentally, this ability to look into the past, to disregard
the present, and to value the future makes Arkhimedov even more prophet-like in the

light of what Mamin-Sibiriak wrote in Shooting Stars about St. Sergius of Radonezh, the

35 Ihid., 8.
36 Ihid., 39.
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medieval Russian monk who later became recognized as a saint. Shipidin, upon visiting
Burghardt’s studio, notices a bas-relief that depicts the Russian prince Dmitri Donsko1
visiting St. Sergius before departing for a battle with the Mongol invaders in 1380. The
narrator of Shooting Stars observes:

The bas-relief astonished Grigorii Maksimych [Shipidin], although he had

had high expectations for it ... Sergius turned out to be splendid, amazing,

marvelous. How good this old face was, emaciated through fast, prayer,

and labor, filled with internal light, purified through spiritual suffering,

and looking into a distant, distant future... The great hermit foresaw a

distant future, and he saw the present as if it was the past.

bapensed nopaswmn I'puropus Makcumpiua [[Hunuguaal, xors on

OXHMJAT OT HEero MHOroro... Cepruf Bblues BEJIMKOJICITHO,

YIUBUTEIBHO, uyiHO. Kak Xopomuio 310 #3MOXIEHHOE IIOCTOM, MOJINTBOH

U TPYJaMU CTAPUECKOE JIULO, IIPOHUKHYTOE BHYTPEHHUM CBETOM,

OUHIIEHHOE JYyHIEBHBIMU MyKaMHU U CMOTp:IIee B HaJIEKOe-TAIEKOe

Oymyuiee. .. Besmkni 1o iBHXHUK IpOBUIEN ganékoe Oymymee u

HACTOSIIEE BUJE IPOULIbIM. 37

Whether Arkhimedov is able to clearly foresee the future is debatable; yet his
attitude towards time is very similar to that of St. Sergius who did not allowed himself to
be distracted by the temporal and temporary considerations. Arkhimedov’s main
concern about his contemporary reality has to do with the extent to which the pursuit of
material progress has undermined such non-material human values as a sense of dignity
and of personal responsibility for the quality of the work that one performs. To cite one
example, early in the narrative Arkhimedov notices an iron shield that serves purely
decorative purposes as a part of an iron-wrought gate. Upon examining it, he voices to

Shpektorov his disappointment with the way heraldry has lost its semantic value in the

modern age. He says:

37 Mamin-Sibiriak, 39.
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It 1s hard for me to look at this shield... It is hideous. It speaks of the fact
that the heraldry of the revolution has fallen into the hands of apartment
managers. The sculptor who made it ought to be publicly reprimanded.
And not only for doing his work poorly by combining the coats-of-arms of
the trade with emblems of power, but also for failing to understand the
connections between personal dignity and responsibility for one’s labor.

Mz=e Tsxesno cmorpers Ha 910T wTt ... O 6e300pasen. OH roBoputr o
TOM, UTO FePAJIBIHKA PEBOJIIOLIUH IIOIAJIA B PYKH YIIPABIOMOB.
CkyJIbITOpY, KOTOPBIH CJICIIHIL €r0, CJIEHAYET BHIHECTH OOIIECTBEHHOE
nopunaare. YVl He TOJBKO 3a TO, YTO OH ILIOXO UCIIOJIHIII CBOIO pabory,
cMemras repObl peMecia ¢ sMOIeMaMy BJIACTH, HO 32 TO, UTO OH HE
IIOHUMACT CBA3HU MCXIY JIMYHBIM JOCTOMHCTBOM U OTBCTCTBECHHOCTBIO 34

Tpy..*®

Shpektorov, on the other hand, understands Arkhimedov’s point of view, but
refuses to support it. Convinced that Arkhimedov argues an obvious and outdated point
of view, Shpektorov responds:

you assert that people’s attitude towards labor and towards each other

improves more slowly than the increase in technology, and thus it halts this

growth. In other words, the dead inventory of socialism increases faster

than the live inventory. I agree with you; yet even that is not new.

Th1 YTBEPXKJAEIIb, UTO OTHOIIEHHUE K TPYLY U OPYT K APYIY YJIYUIIAETCS

Me IJICHHEe, UeM PACTET TEXHUKA, U TEM CAMbIM 33 ICPXHUBACT 3TOT POCT.

WMup1Mu croBaMu — 4TO MEPTBBIA MHBEHTAPb COLMAIN3MA PACTET

6bicTpee xusoro. A cormacen ¢ robon. Ho u aro He HOBO.3?

Undeterred by the strength of Arkhimedov’s conviction, Shpektorov offers to him
and the readers an explanation for his own position on morality and its role in facilitating
progress:

Morality? ... I haven’t time to think about that word. I'm busy. I'm

building socialism. But if I had to choose between morality and a pair of

trousers, I'd choose trousers. Our morality is the morality of creating a
world.

38 Kaverin, 10.

39 Ibid., 11.
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Mopans? ... Y MeHs HET BpeMeHH, UTOOb! 33 yMaThCS HAJ, STUM CJIOBOM.
S samar. 4 crporo conmanusm. Ho, ecnu 6b1 MHE IPHILIOCH BEIOUPATD
MEX,JIy MOPAJIbIO U IITAHAMH, I Obl1 BblOpaJs mrass! ... Hama mopass —
9TO MOpPaJIb COTBOpeHUs Mupa.

Shpektorov’s declaration of his conviction as frank as it is, is like Arkhimedov’s
earlier point, unoriginal. Here Shpektorov responds not only to Arkhimedov’s
accusation, but also to the frustration that was expressed almost exactly one hundred
years earlier by the lyric hero in Alexander Pushkin’s poem “The Poet and The Crowd”

(“Iloat u Tosma,” 1829):

Be silent, senseless mob, grunt not,
Wage worker, slave to care and want,
I cannot stand your cheeky rant!
Worm of the earth, not son of heaven,
Utility’s what you believe in,

Your judgment is inane and hollow:
You weigh the torso of Apollo,

Yet in his form you see no good.
That marble is a god! So what?

You much prefer your cooking pot,
Because therein you cook your food!

Moirumu 6eccMbICICHHBIN HAPOT,
[Tonénmuku pad HyX 161, 3260T!
HecHocen MHe TBOV pomoT Jiep3Kum,

Ts1 uepBb 3eMH, He CbIH HEOEC;

Tebe 661 mOIB3B1 BCE — HA Bec

Kymup t81 nenums bensse nepcku,

T'b1 10J1B3B1, TOJIB3b1 B HEM HE 3PUILIb,

Ho mpamop cent Bens 6or!.. Tak uro xe? ...
Ileunon ropmoxk Tebe mopoxe:

Tb1 iy B HEM ceGe Bapumb. !

The cooking pot of Pushkin’s poem has not disappeared from the literary debate,

but only transformed into an article of clothing that is just as mundane as its predecessor.

40 Tbid.

41 Pushkin, 3:85. Translation by Philip Nikolayev, “The Poet and the Crowd” in The Battersea
Review, <http://thebatterseareview.com/poems/ 145-alexander-pushkin-and-osip-
mandelshtam>
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Thus, with Arkhimedov’s and Shpektorov’s helo, Kaverin lays out before the readers two
approaches to improving the human condition. These approaches appear to be at great
odds with each other despite the fact that both characters believe in addressing the need
for social development. The dispute between them, therefore, pertains not to the goal,
but to the means of achieving progress, and Arkhimedov’s faith in moral responsibility for
the quality of one’s work becomes a hindrance on the way towards progress in
Shpektorov’s opinion. Arkhimedov, nonetheless, is convinced that “a sense of personal
dignity must be an essential component of socialism” [JinuHOE JOCTOMHCTBO HOJKHO
ObITh CYLIECTBEHHBIM KOMIIOHEHTOM conpanm3aMal,*? and that in the environment where
morality lags behind technology, the wellbeing of the society as a whole is endangered.
He does not separate morality from socialism; to the contrary, he does not see the
possibility of building socialism and achieving material prosperity without morality.

Curiously, the author places Shpektorov at the moment of delivering his speech
on a bridge:

Shpektorov stood, resting his arms on the rails of the ... bridge.

His shadow, falling from the rails, quivered on red water. The ripples took

it towards the shore. He was standing broad-shouldered, calm, with clear

face, with the eyes of a lizard, turned to the West.

[[IrmexTOpoB CTOLI, TOJIOXUB PYKH HA IEpuiIa ... MocTa. Ero

TeHb, A a5l C IEPHJI, KOJIbIXAJIACh HA PhKEH Boje. Psa0b Heca eé x

6epery. OH CTOSI LIMPOKOILJICUHH, CIIOKOMHBIH, C SICHBIM JIULIOM, C

[JIa3aMU SEepPULbl, OOpaméHapiMy Ha 3ama, |+

The eyes of a lizard are the characteristic that Shpektorov shares with the statue of

Lassalle. Only seven pages later the narrator uses the same metaphor when describing

the motionless statue when, after his argument regarding morality with Shpektorov,

42 Kaverin, 8.

4 Ibid., 11.
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Arkhimedov attempts to carry on a conversation with it in order to understand who of the
two of them is right in his views — Arkhimedov or Shpektorov. The artist asks, addressing
the statue, “Who do you vote for, teacher?” [3a xoro Tb1 rojocyems, yunress? |+
Predictably, Arkhimedov receives no response: “Lassalle was silent. Motionless was his
head with a furrowed brow, with the eyes of a lizard, turned to the West.” [Jlaccans
mosruan. Hemonsrxza Gbuia ero royioBa ¢ HAXMYPEHHBIM JIOOM, C TJIA3AMH SIICPHULbL,
obpawénnbivu Ha 3anan,.|*® Hardly a flattering characteristic, the eyes of a lizard
become a metaphor for the utilitarian way of looking at the world and of seeing with
great clarity only the nearby objects. Shpektorov himself explains his pragmatic interest
in the West when he states, “The West for us is a tool box without which one cannot
build even a wooden shed, let alone socialism.” [3amaz jyist Hac — 910 MUK C
MHCTPYMEHTAMH, O€3 KOTOPBIX HeJIb3s IIOCTPOUTH JIaXe JOCUYATHIN (SiC.) capau, He
TOJIBKO COLau3M. |0

Attached in one way or the other to both of these men, Esther is caught between
the two ways of looking at the world and understanding one’s place in it. She bears the
brunt of Arkhimedov’ quest for ideological followers while herself being quite distant from
all ideology. When he finally takes his son and leaves his home, Esther blames herself for
Arkhimedov’s departure. Shpektorov comes to the narrator’s study and asks that he
accompany him and Esther to the Youth Theater where Arkhimedov has set up his
headquarters. The narrator notices that Esther too is in the study and is impressed by her

quiet, almost enigmatic presence:

4+ Ibid.
4 Ibid.,18.
46 Ibid., 9.
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Hidden by the open door, as if behind a screen, in a corner, in an
armchair, there sat a woman. I did not know or did not recognize her.

He shut the door.

- Esther, - he said quickly.

Without a smile, she firmly shook my hand.

We sat down.

Ilooked at her once more. It must have been women like this, -
thought I, - in the days of the fall of Jerusalem prophesied on the steps of
the temple.

[Kak mupMorn 3akpbiTas pacmaxHyBLIICHCA IBEPbLO, B YIUIY, B

KpecJe, CHJesIa XeHIUHA. S He 3HAJI wIn He y3HAT e€.

Own 3axJI0nIHYJI IBEPE.

- Dcdups, - ckasan OH KPATKO.

He ynp16asicp, 0Ha KPENKo Imoxasa MHE PYyKYy.

Mpe1 cesn.

S emé pas B3rustayn Ha He€. JlospkHO OBITH, BOT Takue, -

IO IyMaJIOCh MHe, - B iy rubesu Mepycanmmnma npopouecrsoBaiu Ha

crynensx xpamal]t’

Esther’s physical beauty is striking. More than that, throughout the novel, she is
described as a woman with a certain sense of dignity about her. When introduced to the
readers for the first time, Esther is described simply as a “tall woman, with black hair,
with a motionless face” [BblcOoKast *eHIIUHA, UEPHOBOJIOCAS, C HETIOJBHKHBIM JTULOM . *8
At this moment, Esther stands on the threshold of her apartment as Arkhimedov and
Shpektorov are returning from the walk that is referenced in the opening scene. The
narrator is not present at the scene, so he must have received this account from
Shpektorov. During the conversation in his study, however, the narrator is impressed by
Esther’s demeanor: “I was amazed by the stately simplicity with which she lowered her

head.” [/ moguBmICs BeMUECTBEHHOM IIPOCTOTE, C KOTOPOM OHA OITyCTHIIA TOJIOBY. |

Then, a few minutes later, he adds:

47 Ibid., 38.
48 Ibid., 11.
49 Ibid., 38.
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The woman got up, and again I saw her stern and sorrowful forehead, the
straight nose of the daughters of Lebanon and a tall ignorant neck, the one
that the Bible would have undoubtedly dared to compare with an ivory
tower facing Damascus.

ZKenmiuna Berasia, ¥ BHOBB S yBUIEN ¢€ TPO3HBIN U IIEUAJIBHBIH JI0D,

pAMOM HOC goueper JImBaHa 1 BBICOKYIO HEBEXECTBEHHYO IIIELO,

KoTopyto bubsns pemriace 6b1, 6€3 COMHEHUS, CPABHUTE C OAIIHEH U3

CJIOHOBOM KOCTH, 00pamwéHHon jmuoM k Jlamacky.>?

Her majestic dignity notwithstanding, Esther realizes that she is partly to blame
for Arkhimedov’s flight from home. When asked by the narrator what prevented
Arkhimedov from continuing his preaching without leaving his home, she looks “in front
of herself with her black, steady eyes” [mpsamo nepen cobon YépHBIMU, POBHBIMU
rrasamu|, and then “with epic simplicity” [c¢ smuueckor npocroron]| responds, “I
prevented him.” [Emy memaia s1.]°!

Esther then explains that Arkhimedov would not have left the home had she paid
more attention to him. The “fervent speech” [mbuikas peus| that she delivers with a
“motionless face” [HemomsrxHOe sinio] not only conveys her sense of remorse regarding
what Arkhimedov had to deal with at home, but also betrays the heavy burden that she
carries regarding what Arkhimedov is not aware of:

“I, I alone am to blame for everything! He coughed. He walked

around in torn socks! No one took care of him when he was hungry. He

1s right, I want to see him to tell him that he is right! I thought only of

myself. Didn’t I wake him up at nights when the child was crying? ...

Would he leave me had I been taking care of him as I used to in our first

years together? Back then would I be gone from morning till evening?

Would he, having come home, have to cook his own supper? Would I lie

to him then? Would ...”

Shpektorov sternly raised his eye brows.
“No one 1s interested in that.”

50 Thid., 41.
51 Ibid., 39.
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- 4, 1 omaa BuHOBaTa Bo BeéM! O xanursin. OH XOJMII B PBAHBIX
sockax! Huxto o BéM He 3a6oTmiics, korma OoH x0uua rojgoguaei. O
pas, s XOUy YBUJIETH €ro, 4To0bl cka3aTh, uro oH npas! S mymama
TOJIBKO O cebe. Passe s He Oyuiia ero mo HouaM, KOTIA IIAKAIT
pe6enoxk? ... Passe on ymén 61 OT MeHs, ecii Obl 51 3a00THIIACH O HEM
TaK e, Kak B mepsble rogpl? Passe Torma s yxommia ¢ yrpa 1o Beuepa?
Passe, BosBpamasicey JJoMOH, OH JOJDKEH OBLI CaM TOTOBHUTH cebe 0ber?
Pasge Torma s sirana emy? Passe ...

HInexTopoB cepiuTo BCKUHYJI OPOBH.

- DTO HUKOMY HE UHTEPECHO."?

Shpektorov, who has been listening patiently, stops Esther short of confessing to
her infidelity to Arkhimedov and revealing the true identity of Ferdinand’s father. Esther
goes quiet, but a storm is still raging inside of her. She is unable to choose one man over
the other, or, to be more precise, between her duty to Arkhimedov and her love for
Shpektorov, although hardly anything is said on the latter subject. Nonetheless, it is this
emotional and moral impasse that drives her to suicide. The narrator surmises that
something is bothering Esther on a very deep level, but he is unable to identify what it is.
When he meets her at the Youth Theater, he notices that her usual dignified and calm
demeanor is hiding something:

Without lifting her eyes, Esther was sitting in the corner with the palm of
her hand on a sleeping child. She was calm. But sometimes immobility
came down like a curtain revealing the face of an agitated woman who was
contemplating, perhaps resolving to make a serious step. At one moment
a challenge would be seen in her face, then despair, then a recognition of
guilt. And then the curtain would close, and again her reticence and
paleness were beyond doubt.

He nomaunmast rnas, cuyiena B yriry Dc$upsb, MOJOXKUB JAJOHb HA
criimero pebénka. Ona Gputa criokorHa. Ho mHOr A HEmo ABMXHOCTH
naJiajia Kak 3aHaBeC, ¥ OTKPHIBAJIOCH B3BOJHOBAHHOE JIMLO XEHIIMHBI,
Pa3MBIIULIIONICH, ObITh MOXET PEILIAIOMICHCS HA CePhE3HBIN mar. 1o
BBI30B [IPOXOJIUJI T10 JIALLY, TO OTUASIHbE, TO CO3HAHUE BUHBL. A IOTOM
3aHaBeC 33JIETMBAJICA, M BOT YK€ CHOBA BHE MOJIO3PCHUMN ObLIN €€
MOJTUAJIUBOCTD U OJI€ THOCTBD.?3

52 Ibid., 40.
53 Ibid., 51.
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By taking her final step off the roof of a five-story building, Esther leaves all the
arguments and unresolved questions behind. Nevertheless, by killing herself, the heroine
does not extinguish her own influence upon the protagonist. Her presence, silent though
it may be, continues to be felt in the novel and in the protagonist’s mind even after her
death. The heroine’s suicide causes the artist to finally transcend the limitations of his
own self and to gain a deeper insight into human experience. Ifin “The Meek One” the
heroine’s suicide inadvertently drives the protagonist deeper into despair and isolation,
Kaverin’s artist is able to look outward, make discoveries, and create the kind of art that
transcends human limitations.

Earlier in the novel Zhaba, one of Arkhimedov’s disciples and a “liar with an
unmistakable sense of taste” [Bpasb ¢ GesomubounsiM Bkycom|,%* explains to the narrator
that “Arkhimedov is such a man ... he is not a simple man. He is an artist, and he 1s
beyond the reach of all of us.” [ApxumenoB 3TO TAKO! YEJIOBEK ... 3TO HE IPOCTOH
YeJIOBEK. DTO — XYJOXHHUK, M HAM BCEM JI0 Hero, Kak mo Heba.] > The narrator 1s
surprised by such an evaluation, and asks, “Perhaps you are talking about a different
Arkhimedov?” [Ts1, Moxer GbiTb, He 0 TOM Apxumenose ropopuub? |5 Zhaba responds:

“I’'m talking ... [about] Aleksei Arkhimedov. A great artist ...

Why are you laughing? Everyone laughs when I say that Arkhimedov is a

genius!”

“Where can one see his works?
Zhaba was puffing.

“Nowhere,” he said angrily. “He does not show them to anyone.
And he won’t sell them. He has bequeathed them to the proletariat.”

54 Ibid., 58.
%5 Ibid.
56 Ibid.
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- A rosopio ... [00] Anexcee Apxumenose. Benmkum xymoxHUK
... Hero 1b1 cmeémbes? Bee cmeroTest, korja s roBopto, uro ApXUMEI0B
reHHaJeH!

- I'me xe MoxHO BuzeTs ero pabors1?

7Kaba ormysancs.

- Hurge, emgé cepauro ckasan on. — OH HUKOMY He IIOKa3b1BACT
nx. W me npomacr. OH 3aBewan ux mposierapuary.”’

Zhaba calls Arkhimedov a genius and a great artist, but it 1s hard to either support
or to refute this statement, because Arkhimedov’s paintings are like a hidden treasure:
everyone believes that it exists, but nobody has seen it. Such a response only further
piques the narrator’s interest. He asks Zhaba whether he himself has ever seen
Arkhimedov’s works. Indeed, Zhaba has, and he can tells the narrator about
Arkhimedov’s unique vision and “the art of a man who is not afraid of anything”
[rckyccTBO uesioBeka, koTopbli HuYero He Gourcst.|*® Zhaba explains:

true art, the only kind that 1s needed by its time ... is a dangerous thing,
pitiless, with successes and failures, with rebellions against teachers, with
real battles in which not only canvases, but people die too. This is a battle
for the eye, for an honesty of the eye that is not subject either to laws or to
prohibitions. In this matter, one ought to tolerate hunger, cold, and
mockery. One has to hide his ambition in his pocket or clench it in his
teeth, and if there 1s no canvas, then to draw on his own bed sheet. And to
work, even if your best friend and brother tell you that your occupation is
nonsense.

JKHUBOITMCH HACTOAIIAsA, COUHCTBCHHA, KOTOpaH Hy)KHa, CBOCMY BpeMCHI/I
... JIEJIO CTPALIHOE, HE3XKaIOCTHOE, C yIauaMy U HeyJauaMu, C
BOCCTaHMUAMU HpOTI/IB ytH/ITe.HCI‘//IJ C HACTOAIIIMIMIM Cpa)KeHI/IHM, B KOTOpI)lX
rEOHYT HE TOJIBKO XOJICTBl, HO M JItoax. DTO Ooprba 3a rias, 3a
YECTHOCTD IJ1a3a, KOTOPBIM HE MOJUUHSCTCS HU 3aKOHAM HU
3aMPEIIEHUSAM. DTO JIEJIO TAKOE, UTO HYXHO HJITH HA TOJIOJ], HA XOJIOJ| 1
Ha usjeBaTesbcTBo. HyXHO cnpstars uecromobue B KapMaH UK
3axarh B 3yDax, U, €CJIM HET MOJIOTHA, PUCOBATH HA COOCTBEHHOM
npocteiae. Y paborars, gaxe eciy TBOM JIYUIINH JAPYT U OPaT CKaXeT
Tebe, UTO Thl 3aHUMAEIIBCS B3JOPOM.>?

57 Ibid., 58-9.
58 Ibid., 59.
59 Ibid., 61.
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Zhaba’s peculiar love for flowery rhetoric and perhaps overstatement is quite
apparent in his declamatory speeches. Nonetheless, it 1s also apparent that he is the only
person who has a true sense of appreciation for Arkhimedov’s work, regardless of whether
the artist’s view 1s viable in his contemporary reality. Finally, Zhaba formulates the secret
to artistic success: “one has to die in order to be discovered” [HyXHO ymepeTs JjIs TOTO,
uT06b1 Te6s1 oTKphLIK. |9 Paradoxically, as we later find out, Arkhimedov's genius allows
him to both experience death and to continue working in order to create his masterpiece.

Arkhimedov does not witness Esther’s suicide. He arrives on the scene shortly
afterwards, and even this leaves such a deep impression on him that, in effect, he
vicariously goes though this experience before depicting it on canvas. The narrator
himself runs to the scene after he hears someone say in a crowd, “It must have been scary
after all, if she bound her eyes.” [A, 10/XHO OBITE, BCE-TAKK CTPAIIHO OBLIO, €CIIH
saBszaia iasza.|%! Upon his arrival, the narrator sees Esther:

She was lying on the pavement, with wooden legs spread a little,

the kerchief has slipped off, and her eyes were open. And the entire face,

always so reserved, was now open, as if the curtain was removed from it by

the proximity of death. The face was pensive and simple.

“Just think about it, from the fifth floor,” people were saying all
around. “And she tied her eyes.”

Feeling embarrassed in the presence of death, everyone stepped
away.

Omna Jiexxaa Ha MOCTOBOM, HEMHOT'O Pa3JBUHYB ICPEBSIHHbIC

HOTH, IUIATOK CABHUHYJICS, U Iy1asa opum oTkpelThl. M BCE numo, Bcerma

TAaKOe 3aMKHYTOE, OBLIIO OTKPBITO TEHEePb, KAK OYITO 3aHABEC ObLI

CHEPHYT ¢ Hero 6sim30cThio cMepTH. JIumo 6puI0 3aMyMUnBOE U IPOCTOE.

- ITomymaTs TONBKO, C IATOTO 9TaXa, - FOBOPHIHA BOKPYT, - U
rjasa 3aBAsaja...

60 Ibid., 61.
61 Ibid., 98.
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CrrecHsisick cMepTH, BCE OTCTYIHIINA IPOUBb.5?

Soon afterwards the narrator notices Arkhimedov in the crowd and decides to
follow him. At first Arkhimedov’s movements appear to be erratic, but then the narrator
realizes that Arkhimedov is searching for colors. The final chapter of the novel is filled
with descriptions of minute scenes once can encounter on city streets, of people and
events that normally pass by unnoticed, and of numerous colors and hues that
Arkhimedov sees during his wondering about the city. He notices that the colors change
once street lamps are lit and that shadows transform the appearance of reality without
making it any less real. He sees a tavern, a church, a woman with a child, an abortionist,
a policeman, and many others. He sees various colors: hues of blue, black, golden,
splashes of light and pockets of darkness. His vision absorbs all of it.

In the end, he loses his wife, his son, his disciples, yet he gains the kind of vision
that allows him to produce a masterpiece. On the surface, it depicts Esther’s suicide
scene:

She is lying, with her arms broken, full of shadows. Like a fishing

net, they entangle the entire intersection. They sway on squatting houses,

in distorted rhombs of windows. In hollow perspectives of the suburb they

pass with somber self-importance of unattached beings. They fall onto a

headscarf that shifted during the fall from her eyes to her lips that she is

biting in exertion.

Strangers stand around her ... Everyone is looking at her. She is

lying, crossed with hazy stripes of shadow and light. With an open mouth

and a raised red baton, a policeman 1s riding towards her in a stilted

carriage; horses have round, surprised faces.

[Ona nexwr, cinomas pyku, nmonHas reHen. Kax HeBoJ, oHM

OIyTHIBAIOT BeCh mepekpécrok. OHU KaualoTCs Ha MPUCEBLIUX JTOMAX, B

MIEPEKOIICHHBIX POMOAX OKOH. B MyCThIHHBIX IIEPEKPECTKAX IPUTOPOLIA
OHU IIPOXOJAT C YIPIOMOH BAXHOCTHO ouHOKnX. OHH mamaior HA

62 Thid., 99.
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IJIaTOK, C,I[BI/IHYBHII/II‘//IC}[ npy nmagcHuu C 1jia3, Ha 3aKyII€HHbIC OT YCI/I‘HI/Iﬁ
ryObl. ..
Yysxwe moiu cTosT BOKPYT ... Bee emoTpsr Ha Heé. Owna siexwur,
IepeceuéHHas TYMaHHBIMHY ITOJIOCAMU TEHEHR U cBeTa. PasunyB por,
[TOJHSB KPACHYIO ITAJIKY, MIJIUIIMOHED €JIeT K HeH Ha KOCODOKOH
POJIETKE; Y JIOMWAJIEH — KPYyrJble, YIUBJIEHHB1E Jiuia. |63
Like a refrain, the narrator keeps repeating: “And everyone is looking at her” [1
Bce cmorpsT Ha He€. % She is the central figure in the composition of the painting, and
the unknown artist who created it (Aleksei Arkhimedov, that is) makes it absolutely
unambiguous what, or whom, the viewers should be looking at. At the same time, the
artist imparts an air of dignity to the woman despite the very unfortunate ending to her
life:
And she is lying there as if at the end of a flight, not a fall, as if she
did not crash, but died from altitude. And it seems that the last person
who was close to her just now turned the corner and disappeared...
A oHa JilexuT Takasd, Kak OyJTo 910 OBLI ITOJNET, 4 HE MAJICHNE, U
OHa He pasdbuiack, a ymepia or BblcoTsl. M kaxercs, uTo mocsie JHumn
BJIM3KHH UEJIOBEK TOJIBKO UTO MOBEPHYJI 32 YIOJ — U CKPBLICA. . .5
The word “flight” implies not only a degree of purposefulness on the heroine’s
part, but also a sense of liberation. She dies not from the impact that her physical body
experiences once it hits the pavement, but from the fleeting and deceptive sense of
overcoming all constraints — physical, as well as emotional — however deceptive this
impression may be. Physical gravity, although still at work, is but for a moment
overcome by a sense of independence from everything and everyone. The big question

that remains unanswered is how the artist is able to reflect all of these considerations

without ever experiencing them first-hand. The narrator continues his ekphrasis:

63 Ibid., 148.
64 Ibid.
65 Ibid., 149.
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This could have been accomplished only by someone who with all the

freedom of genius could step over the caution and dishonesty of

contemporary art, which 1s so distant from people ... Along with an

unconscious power of imagination one could see here reason and memory

— the terrible memory that is based, perhaps, on clear ideas of what goes

past the eyes of a person who is plummeting from a fifth story. One neede

to crash and die in order to paint this work.

DTO MOIJIO YIATHCS JIMIIL TOMY, KTO CO BCEH CBODOON NeHUAIEHOIO

JAPOBAHMS [IEPELIArHYJI U€PE3 OCTOPOXHOCTH U HEUECTHOCTD

COBPEMEHHOM XHUBOIKCH, KOTOPAs TaK OTHAIMIACE oT jitoner... Ha psany

¢ 6ecco3HATEIPHON CHUJION M300PaXEHUS 3]1eCh BUIHBL YM M ITAMSTD —

CTpamHasd 1aMAaTb, OCHOBaHHAI, 6])1Tb MOXCET, Ha JICHbIX IIPCOCTABJICHUAX

0 TOM, UTO IIPOXOIUT IEepe, [IA3AMH UEJIOBEKA, JIETAIIETO BHU3 C IIATOrO

sraxa. HyxHo Gbu10 pasdbuTecs HACMEPTH, UTOOBl HATUCATD 3Ty Belb. %

Clearly, Arkhimedov could not have died in order to paint this masterpiece,
which makes his talent of depiction, his sense of empathy, and the extent of his
imagination all the more remarkable. We also get the sense that his eye glasses,
referenced throughout the novel, and his “nearsighted blue eyes” [6iu3opykue ronyboie
riasa)®’ mentioned in the scene when he signs Shpektorov’s adoption papers for
Ferdinand have nothing to do with his ability to see colors, experience emotions, and
depict them on canvas. In fact, the heroine’s last act that makes her forever silent finally
cures the remnants of Arkhimedov’s blindness that prevented him from finding the right
colors and, at least in his mind, making his paintings good enough to be seen by others at
the present. By contrast, Shpektorov’s “eyes of a lizard” and his predatory inclinations in
dealing with both his friend Arkhimedov and the workers in the steppe expose the
spiritual bankruptcy of his seemingly strong ideological position.

Like the meek woman in Dostoevsky’s story discussed previously, by committing

suicide Esther neither seeks to shock the public nor does she attempt to answer anyone’s

66 Thid., 148.
67 Ibid., 146.
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questions. Also like the meek woman, Esther is torn between two options, neither of
which is appealing to her because regardless of what she chooses, she will be constantly
reminded of the other option that she passed by. The dilemma that Esther faces is
whether to make the selfless choice to stay, despite her own unhappiness, married to
Arkhimedov or to leave him and raise her son together with Shpektorov. Tragically,
neither of these options is entirely appealing to her. Yet unlike her nineteenth-century
counterpart who leaves the protagonist to face the consequences of his own self-centered
way of dealing with the world and to drive himself only deeper into the corner of his own
solipsistic thinking, by her suicide Esther gives the artist the impetus — both the subject
matter and the emotional impulse — for gaining such insight into the human nature that,
it appears, he could not have gained otherwise. The shock of Ether’s death and the
gradual loss of everything that could have been considered his — the wife, the son, the
disciples and friends — allow him in the end to find the right angle, the needed colors, and
the appropriate technique for depicting the state of the woman’s mind and soul during
the very final moments of her life.

As a complete contrast to “The Meek One,” the novel Artist Unknown offers to the
readers an example of a protagonist who finds a path to selflessness and to a better
understanding of human nature through art. The partial blindness that Arkhimedov
exhibits early in the novel, when he is unaware of Esther’s emotional state, through
tragedy transforms into an ability to see the world in a new light and to relate to this
world in a new way. While, on the surface, the amount of communication that takes
place between Arkhimedov and Esther tapers off until it ceases completely, his keenness

to observe suddenly increases after every opportunity for verbal communication has run
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out. It is only after Esther goes completely silent and Arkhimedov becomes passive,
disinterested, and devoid of any motivation to fight for anything, that he finally reaches
the degree of kenosis that is necessary for him in order to overcome the barriers that have

precluded him from creating his masterpiece up to this point.
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Conclusion

This research project began five years ago as an attempt to understand in broad
terms the place that ekphrasis occupies in Russian literature. It soon became apparent
that since Russian culture differentiates between two types of images — secular paintings
and religious icons — a literary scholar’s approach to examining ekphrasis in the Russian
context has to account for two different ways of experiencing a work of visual art.
Although both of these types of images can expound on similar spiritual themes or
address the same religious subjects, they differ in their purpose and technique.

A religious icon 1s considered to be not a mimetic representation of objects of the
material reality, but a window through which a believer can see the spiritual realm, the
exalted personages dwelling in it, and, what is extremely important, to be also seen by
these personages. This two-way interaction between a beholder and an image, especially
an image of an exalted saint, results (or so it is intended) in a significant emotional and
psychological change in the beholder. Whereas in ekphrasis a speaker imposes his
authority on an image by attempting to give his own voice to it, in iconography it is the
image that overpowers the beholder and brings about a transformation in him. The
ekphrastic and the iconographic principles of expressing meaning are at odds with each
other, and when they find their way into a literary narrative, they overturn the usual
gender roles assigned to the word and the image.

When it comes to iconic representation, the tension between the verbal descriptive

impulse and the pictorial silence do not follow the usual dynamic of the gendered
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antagonism that James Heffernan speaks of. The silence of an iconic image is an
expression not of its submission, but of its power. By remaining silent, the iconic image
defies a speaker’s attempts to impose his own interpretation on a visual image and to pare
down the meaning that is hidden in the depicted object. As Shanti Elliott expresses it,

The icon, the ideal marriage of word and image in Orthodox culture,

embodies the aesthetic of the unuttered word; and iconic theology

provides crucial explanations of why it must remain unspoken. Drawing

thought from the limits of verbal expression allows for expansive

simultaneity and multivalence.!

Moving beyond the narrower scope of verbal and pictorial expression per se and
applying ekphrastic and iconographic principles to the realm of human interaction takes
this conflict to a higher and a markedly more intriguing level. It appears that the
gendered conflict between a word and an image can be applied directly to male-female
interactions, especially when a verbose male character or a narrator encounters a taciturn
or an altogether silent heroine.

In a literary narrative, a character can be represented either through discourse
(direct or indirect) or by means of description. As my analysis shows, because of their
silence, a heroine is represented in a narrative for the most part through ekphrasis. An
author may deliberately choose to describe her in such terms as would make her look and
act like an iconic personage. Her facial features and her piety may remind one of an icon
of a saint. She may also be represented as standing within door or window frames or
even as an object of someone’s veneration. In other words, an author may choose to

endow a heroine with icon-like characteristics and make her, in effect, a living icon within

a narrative.

I Elliott, 55.
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When the gendered conflict between a word and an image 1s taken literally and a
loquacious male character finds himself in a relationship with a taciturn iconic heroine,
her silence not only allows her to resist his attempts to describe, define, and explain her
character to himself and others, but ultimately, it becomes a powerful tool for revealing
the hero’s nature and, in some cases, for changing it. By constantly trying to engage in
verbal discourse, the male character, in effect, uses a wrong tool for accessing the
meaning that is concealed in the iconic image represented by the heroine. Thus, what
began as an exploration of a rhetorical device has gradually turned into a study of female
silence. At the same time, the crux of the problem associated with iconophobia and
iconophilia has transferred from a relationship between a poet and a painting to a
relationship between a hero/narrator and a heroine.

In Pushkin’s story “The Stationmaster,” Samson Vyrin talks extensively of his
need for his daughter Dunia, but it is apparent that he has no conception of what Dunia’s
own desires, wishes, or concerns are. Similarly, the narrator of the story, who for the
most part gets his information from Samson, is unable to tell the readers anything about
the true motivations behind Dunia’s actions. To the male characters, Dunia is a riddle,
and her silence allows her to turn the events of the story to her advantage. Her iconicity
1s in no way a reflection of her spirituality or morals the way Samson understand them;
instead, Pushkin uses it as a literary device that, on the one hand, helps to reveal the
insolvency of the narrator’s and the protagonist’s sentimental view of life and, on the
other, demonstrates to the readers that even a sentimental approach to literature 1s
becoming antiquated.

In Dostoevsky’s tale “The Meek One,” the theme of heroine’s iconicity is woven

through the entire narrative, reaching its apogee at the moment immediately prior to her
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suicide. Because an actual icon of Bogoroditsa 1s featured in the narrative, a link between
the heroine and her icon is easily established. Yet aside from the obvious physical
connection, the heroine’s increasing silence renders her more and more icon-like.
Dostoevsky ponders the problem of silence in literature (the paradox of it, really), and he
writes in his Diary of @ Whiter: ““The very valuable rule that an uttered word is silver but an
unuttered one golden has long ceased to be a habit among our artist. They have little
faith in their readers.”? In Dostoevsky, “[t]he icon stands for a way of seeing things and
acting and remains remarkably unfixed in function and idea,”® and the increasing silence
of his heroine is not only an indictment against the abusive behavior of the narrator, but
also a challenge to the readers. In the case of “The Meek One,” iconicity and the silence
that 1s connected with it remain unappreciated and completely unapprehended by the
narrator.

The key to understanding either an actual icon or an iconic heroine is what some
scholars call an “iconic vision.” Often used in connection with the works of Fyodor
Dostoevsky, this term refers to a specific way of perceiving an image that, regardless of its
actual connection with religious themes and techniques in a strict sense, becomes an icon
in the eyes of a beholder.* A thorough exploration of iconic vision will be the next step in

this research project.

2 Qtd. in Elliott, 55.
3 Elliott, 57.

+ While Elliott in “Icon and Mask in Dostoevsky’s Artistic Philosophy” considers the notion of
iconic vision and the way it applies to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s and Nikolai Leskov’s works,
Stanton’s in his book The Optina Pustyn Monastery in the Russian Literary Imagination also brings in
the works of Gogol and Tolstoy into the discussion. For a brief discussion of iconic vision as a
wider cultural phenomenon, see E. N. Trubetskoi’s essay “Gosudarstvennaia mistika i soblazn
griadushchego rabstva,” Russkaia mysl” 38 (January 1917): 83-88.
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Although Dostoevsky’s narrator in “The Meek One” exhibits a clear lack of iconic
vision, as do all of his self-centered villains, a gradual turn towards the proper way of
perceiving an icon is witnessed in Mamin-Sibiriak’s Shooting Stars. Again, illustrating the
point that iconicity in the literary sense does not require sainthood in the religious sense,
the narrator of this novel presents to the readers a study of human longing for perfection.
The protagonist of the novel is the sculptor who correlates a person’s spiritual beauty with
his or her physical appearance. It can be said that drawn in by the silence of the novel’s
heroine, he misapplies his iconic vision. Female silence in this narrative hides a false kind
of iconicity; nevertheless, even here the protagonist’s and the narrator’s efforts to create
an ekphrasis of the heroine are futile. Having realized that his iconophilia has no basis,
the protagonist gives up art and never speaks of his past infatuation. Neither do other
characters around him. A conscious silence, at least when a specific topic is concerned,
sets in where before ekphrastic attempts were made to envoice the subject that was
completely barren in any spiritual sense.

Finally, in Kaverin’s novel Artist Unknown the heroine’s hidden emotional suffering,
which also results in a suicide, facilitates the transition in the protagonist that allows him
to see both the heroine and the world in a new way. Here, again, biblical overtones help
to establish the heroine’s iconic status; yet it is her inability to verbally communicate with
the protagonist in a direct way that complicates their relationship and adds another
dimension to her character. The shock of her loss and the kenotic gesture of giving up his
son allow the protagonist to break free from the social structure that could not fully accept
him. He becomes simultaneously an outsider to the Soviet society and a visionary who
can transcend the usual physical boundaries imposed on people in his day and age and

create art from what ought to be under normal circumstances an impossible point of
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view. Of the four works examined in this dissertation, only Kaverin’s Artist Unknown offers
an example where the talkative male character grasps the concept of iconicity without
being completely incapacitated by it.

Thus, the question of female silence in a Russian literary narrative can be
examined through the prism of Eastern Orthodox iconography. Here, both the purpose
of religious icons and the techniques of icon art add a new dimension to what otherwise
may be considered as a flat or an improbable heroine. To fully comprehend the
complexity of iconic characters, one ought to study not only the spiritual purpose behind
icons, but also the unique way of depiction that is traditionally used by iconographers.
The way in which images are framed, human figures are depicted, and even verbal text is
incorporated into icon art bears a special meaning. Perhaps most notably, the way in
which reverse perspective is used to organize pictorial space of an icon must be accounted
for. As Elliott reminds us, the purpose of reverse perspective is “to renounce the allure of
immediate vision offered by the realist perspective.” Pavel Florenskii, who himself was
an Orthodox priest, studies the spiritual underpinnings of linear and reverse perspective
in much detail, and expresses a similar thought in much stronger terms:

For there 1s, after all, only two ways of experiencing the world — the

experience that is common to all mankind and the “scientific” experience,

Kantian that is, just as there are only two ways of relating to life — an

internal and an external one, just as there are two types of culture —

contemplatively artistic and predatorily mechanistic.

BC,IH) €CTh, B KOHCUHOMUTOI'C, TOJIBKO IIBa OIIblTa MHUPA — OIIbIT

00IIEeYeSIOBEUCCKUH U OITBIT “HAYUHBIN , T.€.KAHTOBCKHH, KaK €CTh

TOJIBKO B4 OTHOHICHHN S K )XU3HU — BHYTPCHHCC XM BHCIIHCEC, KaK €CTh JIBa

TUIIA Ky.HbTypbl — CO3CpHaTeHBHO-TBOp‘ICCKa}I nu XI/IH_IHI/I(ICCKI/I-
MexaHmueckas.t

5 Elliott, 58.
6 Florenskii, 3(1):61-2.
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Though Florenskii’s conclusions regarding the nature and the function of pictorial
perspective may appear exaggerated and even biased, they nonetheless reflect an overall
attitude towards what begins as a problem of a more effective way of drawing pictures
and ends as an attempt to spell out a world outlook (alleged or actual) of an entire culture.
In this system of beliefs, rationalism and mimesis in art are strongly opposed to spirituality
and perhaps even mystery of expression. For this reason, after the concept of iconic
female silence 1s examined, the problem of male gregariousness is resolved, and the
notion of iconic vision is worked out, the next very valuable questions that ought to be
addressed are, first, how a narrative as a whole can function as a literary icon and,
second, in what way a reader ought to expect to be changed after encountering it. At this
point, we leave the sphere of textual analysis and enter the realm of Philosophy of

Literature.
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