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Abstract

AN ANXIETY FOR INFLUENCE: SHAKESPEAREAN THEMES AND IMAGES 

THROUGH THE PRISM OF RUSSIAN MODERNISM 

(POETRY OF THE EARLY XX CENTURY)

by

Ekaterina Sukhanova 

Advisor: Professor Daniel Gerould

The present dissertation offers an attempt to fill the 

gap in substantive studies on Shakespeare's reception 

during the age of Russian modernism. Works of Russian 

modernist poets opened a qualitatively new stage in Russian 

appropriation of Shakespeare. This change in the reception of 

Shakespeare serves as a litmus-paper which helps to 

illustrate two major characteristics of Russian modernist 

poetry: an intense focus on inner experience and a desire

to escape the "badger's hole" (an expression of Mandelstam) 

of one's concrete national and socio-historical 

surroundings.

The issue of tradition as both archaistic and 

innovative can be explored profitably via Yury Lotman's 
model of culture as a dialogue and his theory of textual

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



functions, which has been chosen as the main analytical 

tool to study the mechanisms of the appropriation of 

Shakespearean text in Russian literature.

Within this theory, a literary text is seen as capable 

of entering into a complex relation with the cultural 

context and with readers; such a text may cease being a 

mere piece of information addressed by the transmitter to 

the recipient and become an independent conversational 

partner with capacity for memory and for creating new 

meanings. Through close textual analysis, the present 

dissertation aims at demonstrating that, within Russian 

cultural context, all functions of the Shakespearean text 

came to full actualization only at the time of literary 

modernism.

Themes and images taken from Shakespeare came to be used 

as parts of a new poetic language, inextricably belonging to 

the inner world of a twentieth-century author. The semiotic 

character of the Shakespearean text, brought to the 

foreground by Russian modernists, was conducive to generic 

(from the tragic to the lyric), cultural (from the social to 

the personal) and stylistic (from the plot to the word) 

transpositions taking place in Russian poetry of the period.
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The Shakespearean text became capable of generating new 

meanings, effectively functioning as a participant in this 

poetical dialogue between two cultures.
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PREFACE

The present study is the first attempt to provide a 

general outline of Shakespearean themes and images in the 

poetry of Russian modernism. Works of Russian modernist poets 

opened a new stage in the Russian appropriation of 

Shakespeare, culminating in an intensive meaning-generating 

dialogue between cultures.

Shakespeare's texts contained a unique dynamic energy 

enabling the assertion of independence on the part of those 

writing in the Russian literary tradition. When a foreign text 

is received by a new audience, it may gain the capacity to 

function as a collective cultural memory of its new audience. 

This capacity, however, may be achieved only through the 

process of actualization of all textual functions as defined 

by Yury Lotman. Being at first defined in Russian literature 

by way of negation because of their lying outside the dominant 

European tradition (normative French Classicism) and being 

received within a framework of critical debate, Shakespearean 

texts acquire the qualities of a cultural model during Russian 

literary modernism. Therefore they take on the dialogic 

quality defined by Lotman as the necessary precondition for 

cultural self-determination. The assimilation of Shakespeare 

at various stages of Russian literary history accomplishes
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needful transformations in Russian literary and cultural self- 

identification through transformations in genre— from tragedy 

to lyric, style— plot to word, and in cultural identity— from 

the social to the personal. Shakespeare offers a unique 

dialogic situation whose analysis may provide valuable insight 

on the mechanisms of assimilation of foreign texts by Russian 

modernist poetry as contrasted with this assimilation during 

the preceding epochs of Russian literature.

Due to peculiar political circumstances, the heritage of 

Russian poetical modernism had until recently remained outside 

of the Russian scholars' attention. Indeed, the very term 

"modernism" along with the names of some tum-of-the century 

poetical schools, had fallen out of use in the Soviet Union. 

At best, these terms were mentioned only in an apologetic 

tone, as if referring to some youthful indiscretion of

recognized poets; more often, such terms (as symbolism, for 

example), were used as a strong term of disapproval. The 

typical context in which these terms could be used is 

illustrated by the following quotation from the 1939 Soviet 

literary textbook, the only one approved to be used in

classrooms across the country: "The works of acmeism reflect 

the parasite psychology of the bourgeois period of decaying

capitalism and the fear of the ruling class in the face of

growing revolutionary proletariat" (Michailovsky 338).
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X

For many years afterwards, official Soviet literary 

criticism continued to treat the very term "modernism" with a 

great suspicion, as a trend of social pessimism and 
irresponsibility, which presumably could have occurred only in 

bourgeois societies and, though helpful in describing some 

social conflicts, ignored the complexity of real life. 
Referring to the authors of modernism, the Soviet Literary 

Encyclopedia published in 1987 listed only foreign names, with 

the sole exception of Mayakovsky. For all writers considered 

"progressive" (Mayakovsky, Brecht, Becher, Eluard, Aragon, 

etc.) influence of literary school which could be linked to 

modernism was supposed to have ended in a break up with the 

literary school after it started displaying "typical for 

modernism features of social indifference, anti-historicism, 
formalism and hermenuity" (226).

Even when the term "modernism" was avoided, early the 

twentieth century Russian poetry and its connections to 

world literature still held a dubious value within official 

Soviet scholarship: "Decadent, symbolist interpretations of 
Shakespeare did not have a basis in our country and did not 

spread widely, precisely because we have firmly grasped the 

realist nature of the great English playwright1s work" 

(Anikst 5) . Under these circumstances, it should not be 

surprising that the modernist period only recently has been
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given serious attention in the critical literature of the 

former USSR.

However, the disappearance of the term "modernism" could 

not have eliminated the traces of the profound influence of

modernist poetry on subsequent Russian literature. Russian 

modernism can be said to have shaped the development of 

Russian poetry throughout the twentieth century, not unlike 

the historical events of that period, which, as Pasternak put 
it in his Doctor Zhivagox

. . . contained the foretaste of new things, those 

portents and promises which before the war [WWI]

. . . had appeared in Russian thought, art and

life, in the destiny of Russia as a whole and in 

his own, Zhivago's.

B stot Kpyr, poflHoft h npuBbrvHHM, BxojinnM Taiase Te 

npn3HaKM HOBoro, Te odemaHMH m npeaBecTwn, tcoTopue 

noKa3ajincb Ha ropM30HTe nepeji b o PihoPl,

. . . Meauiy nBeHanuaTbiM h veTbipHanuaTbiM rojiaMH, b 

pyCCKOH MblCJIM, pyCCKOM MCKyCCTBe H pyCCKOM 

cyjDtbOe, cyflfade o6mepoccnficKOH m ero  codcTBeHHOvi, 

SlHBaroBCKOM (3: 160) .
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Also contributing to the lack of studies on 

Shakespeare and Russian modernist poetry is the peculiar 

situation with regard to the study of literary influences 

and interrelations itself. Under Stalin, Comparative 

Literature as a subject of academic study was outlawed: the 

very possibility of admitting a foreign influence on any 

recognized Russian author was simply unacceptable. For a 
long time, engaging in comparative literary studies in the 

USSR required considerable diplomatic skill: an overly

strong insistence on the existence of parallels between 

Russian classical works and works of foreign authors risked 

coming under attack for lack of national self-conscience 

and originality. "Bad critics always prefer looking for old 

ready labels to a search for new definitions" (Shakespeare 

in World Literature 27).

When speaking of Shakespeare's themes and images as 

seen through the prism of Russian modernism, both sides of 

this poetical dialogue should be paid attention to: Russian 

modernist poetry may also be viewed through the prism of 

its reaction to Shakespeare, which represents no lesser 

interest for the purposes of present study. Just as a prism 

disperses a single ray of light, resulting in multiple 

layers of different wave frequency, Shakespearean themes
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and images enter in a complex relationship within Russian 

poetical texts.

In contrast to previous periods of Russian literature, 

Shakespeare in the modernist period did not serve merely as a 

cultural icon or as an embodiment of tragedy. Images taken 

from Shakespeare were used not as a metaphor easily reduced to 

a specific object, but as parts of a new poetic language, 

inextricably belonging to the inner world of the twentieth 

century author. The Shakespearean text became capable of 

generating new meanings and thus was no longer functioning as 

a transmitter of information but rather as a participant in 

this poetical dialogue between two cultures.

The goal of this study to demonstrate the evolving 

perception of the Shakespearean text in various epochs of 

Russian literature, analyzing the expanding functions of the 

Shakespearean text throughout the preceding periods of Russian 

literature and showing the major principles on which the 

modernist approach was based, with concrete textual analysis 

drawn from a wide body of poetical works.

The foregoing should serve to establish that the 

reception and appropriation of Shakespeare in Russia (and the 

underlying problem of interaction with the preceding literary 

tradition) do not fit comfortably into Harold Bloom's concept 
of the "anxiety of influence." Rather, as Michael Wachtel has
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observed & propos of the Russian Symbolists, Russian 
modernist poets manifest "an anxious desire to be 

influenced." For these poets, tradition is a challenge that 

will not provide convenient solutions, but which opens an 

impulse towards the future, essential for finding one's own 

voice. Thus tradition, in its transformative, creative aspect, 

has kept its vitality and dynamism for Russian poets: "To all 

of us tradition has appeared; to all it has promised a face; 

to all, each in a different way, it has kept its promise" 
(Pasternak, On Art 2) .

The issue of tradition as both conservative and innovative 

can be explored profitably via Lotman's concept of the 
functions of literary text. Chapter One applies Lotman's theory 

of the five potential functions of text (communication between 

transmitter and recipient, between audience and cultural 

tradition, communication of a reader with her/himself, 

communication between reader and text, and communication 

between text and cultural context) to the interaction of 

Russian modernist poetry with the Shakespearean text.

Finally, the discussion will turn to the tracing of the 

generic, cultural, and stylistic transpositions in Russian 

poetry arising through interaction with Shakespeare. Each of 

these transpositions may, with a certain degree of
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XV

abstraction, be associated with a specific period of Russian 

literature.

The generic transposition from the tragic to the lyric 

stimulated by Russian literature's contact with Shakespeare 

will be explored through the work of Pushkin, whose heritage 

played a key role in the reception of Shakespeare by Russian 

modernists.

The cultural shift of artistic interest from the 

social to the personal will be reviewed in Chapters Two and 

Three within the context of Russian classicist literature 

(preceding Pushkin) and realistic literature (following 

Pushkin), in which Shakespeare's themes were integrated 

into the current social agenda. It would be the task of the 

Russian modernist to return to Pushkin's psychological 

approach towards Shakespeare and to develop this approach 

further.

The stylistic transposition manifested in the shift of 

gravity from the plot to the word will be addressed in Chapter 

Four through textual analysis of selected works by the major 

poets of Russian modernism: Akhmatova, Balmont, Bely, Bryusov, 
Mandelstam, Pasternak, Tsvetaeva, among others.

The destiny of Shakespeare's heritage in Russian 

modernist poetry was defined by the notion of dialogue, of 

an interaction between text and cultural contexts, rather
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than by the Darwinian struggle for shaping one's identity 

through repression of another's legacy, as suggested by 

Harold Bloom. Joseph Brodsky, whose own aesthetics were 

influenced by Russian modernism, made a strong case for 

literary tradition in a context involving discussion of the 

poetry of Pasternak, Tsvetaeva and Rilke:

A true poet does not avoid influences or 

continuities but frequently nurtures them, and 

emphasizes them in every possible way. . . . Fear of 

influence, fear of dependence, is the fear— the 

affliction— of a savage, but not of culture, which 

is all continuity, all echo. That is why we have so 

many "variations on a theme” and pastiches; that is 

why genre and strophic imitations are so widespread, 

why such forms as the sonnet, terza rima, rondeau, 
ghazal, and so on, exist (A hidden duet 13) .

This approach towards tradition as a creative 

inspiration rather than a potentially destructive force which 

must be overcome, has shaped the dialogue between the Russian 

modernists and Shakespeare. In seeking what to appropriate 

from other literary traditions and epochs, Shakespeare was 

among those chosen by Russian modernist poets not because he
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was a canonical figure, or because he expressed Renaissance 

humanistic values, but because his work was seen as providing 

an especially extensive range of interpretations.

A modified Library of Congress system of transliterating 

Russian is used, except for personal names traditionally known 

in an alternative spelling (e.g. Mandelstam, Dostoyevsky) to 

English speakers. Unless otherwise specified, the translations 
are done by the author.
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1

INTRODUCTION

H nojiyumi CjiaxeHHoe HacjieflCTBO—

H yacn x  n e B u o B  C jiy a m a io m M e  c h h .

I received a blissful inheritance:

The wandering dreams of foreign bards.

0. Mandelstam

"Eypio h HaTMCK" c u m b  o JiM3Ma cjieĵ yeT 

paccMaTpMBaTb Kax KBjreHMe CypHoro h 

nJiaMeHHoro npwodmeHMH pyccxofi JiMTepaTypu k

n 0 3 3 M M  e B p o n e ilC K O ft  H  M M p O B O fl.

"The Sturm und Drang" of [Russian] symbolism 

should be seen as an impetuous and ardent 

process of bringing Russian literature closer 

to European and world poetry.

0. Mandelstam, Word and Culture 204
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CRITICAL BACKGROUND ON MODERNIST DIALOGISM

2

Like any scientific classification system, the term 

"modernism” necessarily reduces the complex and 

contradictory relationship of various forces contributing to 

a phenomenon; "modernism," as Irving Howe points, is a term 

that is "elusive and protean, and its definition hopelessly 
complicated" (The Idea of the Modern 13).

Efim Etkind convincingly argues that the problem of 

terminology is common across all literary traditions of 

various nations and epochs:

Italian Renaissance, French Enlightenment (the 

feud between Voltaire and Rousseau!), English 
Romanticism (the quarrel between Southey and 

Byron), Russian realistic novel (the mutual 

dislike of Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky); each of these 

trends is an example of a contradictory unity; 

contemporaries and close heirs see irreconcilable 

differences, while more distant descendants see 

unity {There, Inside 10) .

Nevertheless, the term "modernism" has firmly established 
itself within Russian literary criticism:
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3

With the historicizing vision of hindsight, as

the early twentieth century receded into the 

past, Russians were able to view the culture of

the era as a single, unified phenomenon which may

be designated— at least provisionally— as the 

"age of Russian Modernism" (B. Gasparov et al,

Cultural Mythologies of Russian Modernism 1) .

In 1940, Akhmatova herself found it possible to use 

the term "modernists" to characterize the developments in

Russian poetry in which she herself has been an active

participant: "Modernists have accomplished an important

thing for Russia. . . . They have once again taught the

people how to love poetry" (Chukovskaya 1: 135). Indeed,

Akhmatova clearly applied the term "modernist" to her own 

work; in a conversation recorded in 1952, Akhmatova openly 

said "we modernists . . . "  (Chukovskaya 2: 35).

Admittedly, the concrete definition of Russian literary 

modernism remains just as elusive as that of Western modernism:

The term of Russian modernism denotes a 

chronology of ideas and personalities rather than 
a particular style, even though the approximate
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period 1900 to 1925 is identifiable with certain 

formal and thematic characteristics (Terras 284).

Giving a definition of the Russian modernism, Terras 

notes such qualities as "audacious experimentation, 

artistic synthetism, forceful expression of individuality, 

and works of literature and art that stood in sharp 

opposition to traditional values" (284). A foreseeable 

objection is that the qualities listed by Terras may be 

seen as insufficiently specific. Rather, they seem to be 

applicable more generally to the moment of the avant-garde, 
as outlined in Poggioli's Theory of the Avant-Garde, 

understood as a dynamic moment, inherent in all artistic 

movements and not firmly restricted to a particular 

historical epoch. As Richard Chase has put it, "under modern 

conditions the avant-garde is a permanent movement" (145) . 

However, since it was modernist literature that first 

afforded us with a paradigm of avant-garde, it may be 

argued that though some of these qualities referred to by 

Terras were perhaps present at the beginning of each new 
literary trend, their combined intensity did not reach the 

momentum attained during the onset of modernism.

In both Russian and Western critical literature, one can 

often see Russian poetry of the last years of the nineteenth
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and early twentieth century referred to as the Russian "Silver 

Age" (in parallel to what is known as the Golden Age of first 

half of the nineteen century). Omry Ronen, and now Terras, 

have dedicated an entire book to the history of the "Silver 

Age" term and to the discussion of the term's appropriateness. 

Some scholars determine the timeframe of the Silver Age "with 

a prologue and an epilogue" as starting from 1880, the date of 

Dostoyevsky's famous speech on Pushkin and ending with 

Alexander Blok's speech "On a poet's calling" (also dedicated 

to Pushkin) in 1921 (P'yanykh, The Silver Age of Russian 

poetry 511). Another relatively wide-spread point of view 

(represented by M. Gasparov) dates the end of the Silver Age 

as early as 1917, the year of the October Revolution.

While there is clearly some overlap of works covered 

by the terms of "Silver Age poetry" and "Russian modernist 

poetry," the two terms ought not to be viewed as 

interchangeable. The main difference between these two 

terms lies, first of all, in the scope of works 

encompassed. The "Silver Age" is a term primarily used for 

poetry and more closely connected to a specific timeframe: 

it includes all poetry produced at the same time, even the 

revolutionary democratic, proletarian and peasant poetry 
which largely followed the nineteenth century conventions 

of "civic literature."
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6

"Modernism" in specific reference to literature is the 

name usually applied to the major trends in Russian poetry 

which asserted themselves at the turn of the Twentieth 

century. The first one chronologically and probably the 

most powerful was Symbolism. Within which two generations 

are usually distinguished: the older one, characterized by 

works of Balmont, Bryusov, Merezhkovsky and Gippius, and 

the younger one, encompassing Blok, Bely, Vyacheslav Ivanov 

and S. Solovyov.

At the beginning of the Russian Symbolism stands the 

essay written by Dmitry Merezhkovsky and published in 1893, 

On the causes of decadence and on the new trends in the 

contemporary Russian literature. In this essay, 

Merezhkovsky describes this new movement in Russian poetry 

as a * strive for transparency in the search for the 

inexpressible: "Symbolism makes the style which gives

spirit to the substance of poetry, transparent, like thin 

walls of an alabaster amphora containing the flame" (42).

This image of an alabaster vessel containing flame may 

be used to explain the difference between the Symbolism and 

other modernists. While for symbolists, interested in the 

"flame", transparency of the "alabaster wall" was crucial 

even if that meant "thinning" of poetical substance, for 

their opponents, mainly interested in the poetic substance,
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7

it is the ability of the wall to resist to flame, to 
provide new shades of flame and direct the attention 

towards the substance itself. One such school focused on 

the "resistance of the alabaster," was Acmeism (represented 

by Gumilyov, Akhmatova, Mandelstam, and others), which put 

forward the problem of the word and its connection to 

reality. Acmeists wanted to restore to the image of a rose, 

with its color and shape, its own artistic value 

independent from being an embodiment of mystical love or 

another abstract concept.

Acmeism is a school with which some greatest poets of 

the twentieth century are associated. Paradoxically, a 

clear definition of it has not been formed. Usually, 

acmeism is defined in terms of its opposition to symbolism 

which were announced as principles of this new movement in 

manifests by Gumilyov {The heritage of symbolism and 

acmeism, 1913), Gorodetsky (Some trends in the modern 

Russian poetry, 1913), and, substantially later, in 1919, 

Mandelstam {The dawn of acmeism). As the date of Acmeism's 

emergence may be taken 1910, even though the term itself 

was first used in 1912. However, 1910 year is given by A. 

Blok in a later (1919) introduction to his long poem 
Vengeance. Blok cites 1910 as the year of the crisis of
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Symbolism and strengthening of literary schools opposed to 

symbolism, especially acmeism.

The theoreticians of Acmeism, which Terras calls a 

"symbolist heresy" (8), stressed that Symbolism has exhausted 

itself and set their artistic task as a search for equilibrium, 

clarity and precision to replace the vagueness and fluidity of 

Symbolist images. Mandelstam added that, for acmeists, the word 

is not a value in itself, but a poetic material. However, as 

V. Terras points out, Mandelstam was redefining Acmeism 

throughout his life, even though the movement preserved its 

structure until about 1915.

The third major literary movement singled out within 

of Russian modernism is Futurism, a name applied to several 

radical poetic groups of the 1910-1930 (the best known 
authors associated with this movement being Mayakovsky, 

Khlebnikov, and Burlyuk). As Mandelstam noted in his 
article Sturm und Drang, futurism was making use of the 

national linguistic heritage without transferring poetical 

culture from a foreign soul. Mandelstam further explained 

that futurism lived mainly through the poetic device, and 

developed not themes, but devices: "In futurist poetry, it 

is difficult to distinguish between a theme and a device" 
(Word and Culture 205). Considering the above, the present 

study, which primarily addresses influence of Shakespearean
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themes and images, does not include futurist poetry within 

its scope.

The presence of other minor trends, usually of 

considerably lesser significance, further added to the 

diversity of Russian literary life. "In the pre-war [WWI] 

years literary trends, schools, circles grew like mushrooms, 

to vanish without trace; that was a noisy and simply chaotic 

time: countless "-isms" piled up (Etkind, There, inside 25). 

The analysis of the numerous, often short-lived, literary 

schools and trends, has to remain outside of the scope of 

the present work as they bear no direct relation to the 

authors whose works are being reviewed here. While most 
prominent authors eventually outgrew the limitations of 

their poetical schools (as is the case with Pasternak, whose 

affiliation with the Futurist school lasted only briefly), 

there have been also those who never formally belonged to 

any one school, notably Tsvetaeva and Khodasevich.

While fully recognizing the inevitably conventional nature 

of the existing classification of literary schools, and even of 
the term modernism itself, the present dissertation must have 

recourse to these terms as necessary tool because "we have no 

other mechanism of cognition other than turning "ours” into 

"alien," and the subject of cognition in its object" (Lotman,
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Culture and Explosion 210). As Lotman explains in Culture and 

Explosion,

. . . an external viewer has a tendency to unite

different trajectories into synonymous bundles 

. . . to create conventional generalizations "a

Russian writer of the given epoch." Everything 

that is encompassed by this circle will be 

treated as synonymous from such a viewpoint. 

However, from inside of a given culture, no 

oeuvre of a given author may be treated as a 

synonym of another author's oeuvre (at least 

insofar as original work is considered) . Each of 

them is a separate, individual, and inimitable 

path. This does not cancel their being included 

in some common categories (210-211).

The problem of the timeframe of Russian literary 

modernism, needs to be addressed before other issues in 

studies of Russian modernism may be examined in greater 

detail. While Russian literary modernism did not fully 

overlap with the corresponding trend in Western European 

literature, there is even less consensus among scholars 

regarding the precise timing of Russian modernism than there
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is regarding the modernism moment in Western literature. 

Furthermore, several important authors (such as Pasternak 

and Akhmatova) continued to work and write in periods, which 

are clearly acknowledged to be beyond the upper time limit 

of Russian modernism. So, just a year before her death, in 

1965, Akhmatova still described herself as an "Acmeist" in a 
biographical statement, Something about Myself (2: 237).

While certain modernist literary trends, such as 

Symbolism, reached Russia later than Western Europe, the term 

"Russian modernism" is usually applied to an earlier, more 

narrowly defined chronological period than that of Western 

(specifically English-language) literary modernism. By the time 
Joyce's Ulysses appeared in 1922, Russian modernism had already 

passed its high point. In Soviet history, 1922 signifies a turn 

from a more liberal treatment to a strict control of the state 

over all intellectual production. In May of 1922, Lenin writes 

to Dzerzhinsky a letter on necessity of preparing "to send into 

exile abroad writers and professors who are on the side of 

counterrevolution," suggesting specific measures. The 

intensification of the state ideological campaign was signaled 

by a forced exile of a large group of prominent members of the 

Russian intelligentsia, including such prominent philosophers 

as N. Berdyaev, S. Frank, and N. Lossky.
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At the time of Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway (1925), 

literary life in Soviet Russia was already being ruthlessly 

leveled to free space for "party literature" with a merely 

utilitarian role as a vessel of propaganda, though modernist 

traits were still present in the works of still surviving 

Akhmatova, Tsvetaeva and Pasternak, among others. 1925 marks 

the publication of the party resolution "On Party Policy in 

the Field of Literature" which, though still permitting 

literary work by "fellow travelers" who have not yet joined 

the party ranks, paved the way for a unified "proletarian" 

literature.

Discarding anti-proletarian and anti-revolutionary 

elements. . . . the Party should be tolerant toward 

intermediate ideological forms, patiently helping to 

overcome these inevitably numerous forms in the 

process of increasing collaboration with the 

cultural forces of communism (Literary Encyclopedic 

Dictionary 291) .

In 1932, all independent organizations were dissolved 

by a government decree and the formation of a Writers Union 

of the USSR was mandated. Beginning in 1934, the concept of 

Socialist Realism, defined as "the fundamental method of
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Soviet literature and literary criticism," was added to the 

first Statue of the Writers Union. Very few works that did 

not conform to the party view on literature could find their 

way into print. Describing the uncompromising nature of 

cultural repression in Soviet Russia, Renato Poggioli 

observes:

The same thing happened under other dictatorial 

regimes, Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, Franco's 

Spain, but not so radically as in Soviet Russia, 

precisely because the Communists had broken the 

ties to the previous society in a more 

thoroughgoing way than any other regime, thus 

becoming much more totalitarian (The Theory of the 

Avant-Garde 105) .

Michael Gasparov argues that Russian modernism lasted 

through 1920s, which roughly corresponds to the timeframe 

given by both Poggioli and Terras as well as by other critics. 

However, it is more difficult to agree with Gasparov's 

statement that modernism "dissolved in the poetic style of the 

new Soviet epoch" (304). Certainly, modernism as a literary 

trend may be said to have come to an end by the late 1920s, if 

only because many modernist authors were in exile or no longer
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alive. Yet for those who survived and continued to write, the 
change of literary epochs was not to be announced from the 

front page of the state-run newspaper. In his 1930 Forth 

Prose, Osip Mandelstam passionately denied the right of any 

external entity to proscribe him his literary work:

All works of world literature I divide into 

those permitted and those written without 
permission. The former are mud, the later—  

stolen air. I want to spit in the faces of 

writers who deliberately write permitted 

works. I want to hit them on the head with a 

stick. . . .  I would prohibit such writers to 

marry and have children. . . . after all, our 

children are supposed to finish our work, to 

say the most important things we did not 

finish saying— and those fathers are sold to 
the devil for three generations in advance.

Bee npoM3BeaeHJ4H MnpoBofi jiMTepaTypu h .nejiio Ha 

pa3pemeHHbie m HaroicaHHHe 6e3 pa3pemeHM«.

IlepBfaie 3TO Mpa3b , BTOpue BOpOBaHHhIH B 0 3 ,u y x .

r iM c a T e jiH M , K O T o p u e  ru im y T  3 a B e a o M O  p a 3 p e m e H H u e  

Bemw, h xony nnesaTb b jimuo, xo^y 6htb mx
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najiKoii no m n o B e . . . .  3tmm nncaTejiHM a 6bi 

3anpeTnn BCTynaTb b OpaK n MMeTb .neTen. KaK 

Moryr ohm MMeTb jjeTen?— Beab aeTM bojdkhh 3a 

Hac npojjojracMTb, 3a Hac rjiaBHefimee ,aocKa3aTb—  

b to BpeMH KaK OTUbi mx 3anpo,aaHbi paOoMy uepTy 

Ha TpM noKOJieHMH Bnepea (2: 92).

The works of modernist poets may have been outnumbered in 

1930s and onwards, just as they were outnumbered in the total 

volume of poetry published in Russia during the high point of 

modernism, but they were not annihilated or "dissolved." As 

Howe says, "modernism need never come to an end, or at least 

we do not really know, as yet, how it can or will reach its 

end" (The Idea, of the Modern 13).

The influence of modernism is apparent even in more 

successful poems by such largely mediocre poets of Soviet 

establishment as Nikolai Tichonov (who received official 

recognition for his propagandistic verse) and Aleksei Surkov 

(who was appointed the Head of the Writer's Union in 1954 and 

later became a member of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party). Gasparov acknowledges that Tichonov and 

Surkov "each in his own away, reworked Gumilyov's intonation 

and devices even in those years when it was forbidden to 

mention Gumilyov's name" ("Poetics of the Silver Age" 8). In
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the works of younger contemporary poets, Gasparov believes, 
there also are many traits that echo tum-of the century 

poets, circumventing more immediate and "canonical" 
predecessors. With the modernist movement are linked such 

different Soviet-era poets as Evgeny Bagritzky, Pavel 

Antokolsky, Samuel Marshak, Konstantine Simonov, among 

others.
Although literary modernism as a trend was no longer 

viable, as a phenomenon it has continued to exist well beyond 

the 1920s. Thus the present study will include analysis of 

poetic works written by the authors associated with modernism 

at the time when this literary trend has already subsided.

Within the vast scholarship on modernism in Western 

European literature, works dealing with Russian modernism have 

only a modest proportion. This is to a large extent due to the 

peculiar historical conditions that had shaped the development 

of literary criticism in Soviet Russia. Even the use of terms 

"modernism" in Soviet times was not very precise, as Vladimir 

Weidle justly observes in his article "The Poison of 

Modernism" published some sixty years after the October 
revolution of 1917; the word became simply a term of abuse for 

"anything out of step with ideology, along with anything not 

slated for mass consumption and therefore unsuitable for the 
political "education of the masses" (20).
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Naturally, after gaining a negative connotation, the 

term quickly ceased to have a meaningful application and 

all but disappeared from the critical writings. "For 

instance, to call Vladimir Mayakovsky, even 

retrospectively, a Modernist is not advisable, while 

calling him an innovator is recommended. In today's 

official lexicon, "Modernist" indicates an enemy and 

"innovator" a friend" (Russian Modernism. Culture and the 

Avant-Garde 20-21) .

Works of most Russian modernist poetry have become 

widely accessible in Russia only very recently, and

unprejudiced scholarly investigation of their works has 

become possible only ten years ago. Western monographs thus 

had to fill in large gaps existing in Russian literature 

rather than to build on prior discussions. It is therefore 

not surprising that most monographs on Russian modernism so 

far have addressed the more general topic such as historical 

development of Russian modernism (e.g. Efim Etkind, Peter 

France, Poggioli), its place in world literature (e.g.

Georgette Donchin) or importance of an individual author's 

oeuvre (within this later category may be listed e.g. Susan

Amert's study of Akhmatova, Victor Erlich's study of

Pasternak, Michael Gasparov's work on prosody in modernist
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poetry, Henry Gifford's work on Mandelstam and Pasternak, and 

many others).

The first comprehensive works dealing with two of the 

major trends in Russian modernism, Symbolism (by Avril 

Pyman), and Acmeism (by Justin Doherty) came out in 1995. 

Unfortunately, Pyman's thoughtful comprehensive overview does 

not dwell in any detail on the problem of the reception of 

foreign authors in general; Shakespeare is mentioned briefly 

only in connection to his influence on the philosopher Lev 

Shestov.
Some more recent monographs have been dedicated to the 

general problems of Russian modernism (e.g., Stephan 

Hutchings, Irina Paperno, etc.). Steven Cassedy in his 

Flight from Eden provides a thoughtful and detailed 

analysis of the various aesthetic and philosophical 

movements of the period. A collection of articles, Cultural 

Mythologies of Russian Modernism: From the Golden Age to 

the Silver Age edited by B. Gasparov, Robert Hughes and 

Paperno, provides new perspectives on self-construction of 

the modernist movement.
Still more rare are monographs dealing with influence 

of particular Western thinkers and writers on Russian 

modernism. One of the early works which still has not lost 

its relevance is the monograph by Donchin on the influence
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of French Symbolism on Russian poetry. In Gumilyov's well- 

known programme article "The heritage of symbolism and 

acmeism" French, German, and Russian symbolism are discussed 

as three stages of the same literary trend in Europe. 

Gumilyov views French symbolism as the starting force of 

European symbolism, dedicated to primarily "literary tasks." 

German symbolism, in Gumilyov's view, was the period which 

rose the question about the role of man in the universe, a 

the human being in society. Russian symbolism represents the 

final phase in the historical development of European 

symbolism, a phase which "turned with all its force towards 

the Unknown." What is especially important here is that 
Gumilyov does not distance Russian literature from the 

process of development of European literature in general 

(Letters on Russian literature 55-59) . Gumilyov would have 

been likely to agree with Virginia Woolf's view that 

"literature is one mind"; this was a premise of Gumilyov's 

own theory and art.

Donchin analyses multiple aspects of the influence French 

symbolism had on Russian poetry: discussions on aesthetics, 

common themes, development of poetical techniques. It is 

particularly interesting to note Donchin's observation that, 

though French was commonly spoken by educated Russians at that 

time, "the diffusion of French symbolism was to be conditioned
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to an important extent by the attitude of the Russian press, 

by the first critical studies, and by available translations"

(23). Furthermore, that diffusion of the Shakespearean text

was also conditioned by Russian criticism and translation, 

even more so because English, unlike French, was not a 

language mastered by every modernist poet (for example, 

Mandelstam first read Shakespeare in German translations). 
Donchin explains that the overly zealous social criticism of 

1860s had questioned the very necessity of poetry, thereby 

hindering, if only temporarily, further development of Russian 

poetical techniques:

When in the late 1890s the young poets sought new 

forms and more supple media of expression and

tried to assimilate the recent achievements of 

their Western colleagues, they were attacked and 

disparaged by their contemporaries. And even if 

the generation of the 1890s and 1900s

overstressed their cult of form— a normal 

reaction— the attitude of the critics and society 

may be explained only by an innate lack of 

culture and understanding of the meaning of art 

(117) .
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Donchin's assertion does not, of course, refer to 

prominent critics such as Chernyshevsky, Belinsky and 

Dobrolyubov, the less than generous contemporary opinions of 
figures such as Dobrolyubov notwithstanding. (After all, it 

must be said in all fairness that even Leo Tolstoy, whom no 

one yet has dared to reproach with a lack of culture, later in 

his life made similarly pragmatic demands for literature with 

a straightforward social function). Rather, Dochin's criticism 

aims at the later generation of critics, many of whom failed 

to see in modernist poetry more than a search for novelty and 

technical virtuosity. As Tsvetaeva herself said about a 1940 

"inside review" of her book in a Soviet publishing house, 

which had inevitably resulted in the book being banned from 

printing: "A person who could classify these poems as
formalism simply lacks conscience. This is I, speaking from 

the future" ("^ejioBeic, cMormjrii aTTeeroBaTb TaKMe ctmxm KaK 

$opMajnt3M, npocTO OeccoBecTHuft. 3to h roBopio— X3 6yjjymero") 

(Shveitser 489).

Perhaps a similar explanation may be given to the 
paradoxical suggestion found in the 1974 edition of The 

Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetics that "sound became more 

important than contents (e.g. in poets like Balmont and 

Blok)" (526). This approach still operates within the
framework elaborated by the utilitarian criticism of the
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1900s and, later, by dogmatic Soviet criticism, that divided 
form and content as two completely independent aspects of a 

literary work— the form being seen as a mere embellishment 

of a clearly defined subject. As Victor Terras fairly 

observes, many contemporary readers of Russian symbolists 

were far from such vulgar dualism: "Symbolism began to be

welcomed by some of the intelligentsia as a resurrection of 

spiritual goals in cultural life" (461).

In the last twenty years, the situation has changed: in 

the 1993 edition of The New Princeton Encyclopedia of 

Poetics the disparaging remark on Balmont and Blok has been 

removed. However, such facts as lack of reference to Russian 

authors within the article "Modernism and Postmodernism" in 

the Princeton Encyclopedia reflects the insular character of 

Slavistic literary studies, which are, regrettably, often 

overlooked within the framework of larger literary trends.

Among the more successful recent examples of studies on 

intercultural connections of Russian modernism may be noted the 

monograph by Edith Clowes on Nietzsche in Russia modernist 
literature, published in 1988, and Hilary Fink's book, Bergson 

and Russian Modernism, published in 1999. Discussing 

Nietzsche's reception in Russia, Clowes does not limit herself 
to evaluating the degree of Nietzsche's influence or to tracing 

allusions to Nietzsche in Russian works, but attempts to grasp
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the nature of the mechanisms of this influence in a concrete 

historical situation and in a concrete cultural environment. 

Acknowledging the superiority of Bloom's dynamic theory of 

influence over the traditional understanding of influence as 

imitation, Clowes nevertheless intelligently asserts that 

"Bloom cannot account for the active role played by the text in 

historical discourse carried on across national, social, and 

cultural boundaries" (3-4).
Returning to the problem of Nietzsche's influence, the 

importance of this phenomenon is downplayed not only in the 

official Soviet criticism (as Clowe correctly points out), 

but also in contemporary Russian criticism, where the view 

still exists that "quotations from Nietzsche and their 

discussion comprise merely the external embellishment of 

the philosophical culture of the Russian Symbolism, playing 

a modest role of an ethical and aesthetic provocation" 

(Kondakov 7). Noting that the key ideas of Nietzsche's 

philosophy were understood as refracted in the philosophy 

of Vladimir Solovyov, whose paradoxical interpretation of 
Nietzsche in its turn goes back to Dostoyevsky and Pushkin, 

Kondakov inadvertently reduces the very mechanisms of 

textual influence to the disdained "embellishments." 

Furthermore, such a view effectively denies Russian authors 

an active creative role in appropriation of canonical
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texts. The question also arises as to why the supposedly 

superficial reception of Nietzsche is juxtaposed -to the 

apparently profound and creative interpretation of Russian 
canonical texts such as those by Pushkin and Dostoyevsky. 

It would seem, however, that a greater universality should 

be allowed for the major mechanisms of reception.

Paperno's position on these issues is close to that of 

Kondakov. To Russians, as Paperno observes, Nietzsche's 

doctrine was not acceptable in its entirety, primarily 

because of its anti-Christian nature:

In Nietzsche's insistence on seeing life as a 

purely aesthetic phenomenon (i.e. as a text), 

Solovyov saw a view of life devoid of any mystical 

component. . . . Striving to resolve the

contradiction between aestheticism and Christian 

doctrine, Bely and Ivanov too reinterpreted 

Nietzsche along the lines suggested to them by 

Solovyov's critique: Nietzschean aestheticism they 

read as Christian mysticism. Bely saw no 

contradiction between "philological" and religious 

approaches to life in Nietzscheanism; he read 

literally Nietzsche's metaphor "God as supreme 

artist," and understood the Nietzschean concept of
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aesthetic creation in life as mystical activity 
akin to the creation of the world (Creation of

Life 17-18) .

These examples show that even when a particular reading 

of a foreign author appears to be inaccurate or
f

oversimplified, it cannot be dismissed easily as an

intellectual fad since the importance of such a "misreading" 

may be significant. Furthermore, the differences in Solovyov 

and Bely's approaches to Nietzsche also serve as a key to
these thinker's own standpoints on aesthetics and religion, 

just as in different approaches to Shakespeare we witness the 

shift in Russian literary epochs.

Just as Fink in her book Bergson and Russian Modernism 

attempts to show the common grounds shared by different

literary schools of Russian modernism by analyzing responses 

to a common referent— work of Bergson, the present study is 
aimed at showing that, though creative realization of

Shakespearean themes obviously varied, the process of 

reception of Shakespeare was characterized by some qualities 

transcending the limits of individual literary schools:

We distinguish those common things which enable

us to unite yesterday's adversaries: all of them
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make art as their base . . . all of them are
poets . . . all of them speak of human being as

asocial, in most cases metaphysical; finally, all 

of them intensively think about the uniqueness of 

the poetic word" (Etkind, There, Inside 22) .

In reviewing the modernist movement as a whole, 

general principles or mechanisms of reception of foreign 

text need to be addressed, which does not necessarily imply 

that points of view on each concrete idea were the same. 

For instance, Mandelstam turned to Bergson in order to set 

himself apart from the symbolists. Taking as his starting 

point Bergson's notion of history as parallel duration, 

Mandelstam refuses to see the history of literature as a 

linear progression stating that the unity of literature is 

secured not through evolution, but through language.
Fink also introduces the distinction between vlianie 

[influence] and veiyanie [trend or fad]; two different types of 

impact exercised by foreign texts on Russian cultural life, the 

former presumably a long-lasting and profound one, the later 

superficial and negligible. This distinction is necessarily an 

artificial one, not supported by either theoretical principles 

or textual examples. Moreover, it is not always possible to 

reduce the dialogue between two cultural traditions to the
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influence/trend dichotomy, especially when considering work of 

prominent writers and thinkers. Even seemingly superficial 

encounters have been known to stimulate major works. As 

Akhmatova said: "I wish you were aware from what stray matter / 

Springs poetry to prosper without shame” ("Korfla 6 bh 3Hann, M3 

KaKoro copa / PacTyr ctwxk, He Beaaa cTbwa"— tr. by Peter 

Tempest). Furthermore, an apparent infatuation may often be 

extended into by an enduring assimilation or by a more 

analytical reevaluation at a later stage.

Poggioli also refers to the difficulty of assessing 

the impact of a foreign author on Russian literature, 

mentioning the "tendency of the Russian critical spirit to 

translate artistic and cultural facts into religious or 

political myths" [The Theory of the Avant-Garde 6). This 

point seems to be particularly relevant to the reception of 

Bergson as well as other Western European thinkers, though 

it should not be applied indiscriminately to all instances 

of intercultural dialogue.

Next to works examining the influence of philosophical 

works and authors other than Shakespeare (relevant to the 

present study because of their approach to the mechanism of 

appropriation of foreign text by the poetical culture of 

Russian modernism), there is a far less voluminous category
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of works concerning the relation of individual authors to 

Shakespeare.

There are no substantive studies on Shakespeare's

reception during the age of Russian modernism. Neither can 

Western studies be adapted to that purpose because, for 
example, Bloom's Shakespeare: The invention of the human,

while apt for Western views of Shakespeare, cannot 

approximate the situation in Russian literature and culture, 

It is interesting that the Russian translation of this 

particular book by Bloom went almost unnoticed by scholars 

in Russia as it was considered to be aimed at the general 

public rather than the academic audience (Yampolsky online).

Leaving aside the question whether the writer of the Old 

Testament is really inferior to Shakespeare (as Bloom 

claims), Bloom's assertion that Shakespeare's work belongs to 

those capable of generating potentially infinite meanings

bears merit. Certainly, all functions of the text, as 

identified by Lotman, may be found in Shakespeare's oeuvre. 

However, not all of these functions were immediately

actualized for the Russian reader, even if they were so for 

the English reader. "Shakespeare took advantage of and

included in his works immense treasures of potential meaning 

that could not be fully revealed or recognized in his [own] 

epoch" (Bakhtin, "Response to a Question" 5).
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Perhaps Bloom's assertion that Shakespearean plays reached 
the level of Scriptures can indeed be accepted for the English- 

speaking world; within Russian context, however, the situation 

was critically different. Bloom interprets Shakespeare as an

embodiment of the humanistic ideas of the Renaissance, but the 

very term of Renaissance can hardly be applicable within the 

framework of Russian culture of the eighteenth century.

Catherine the Great could afford to do her "imitations" of 

Shakespeare precisely because Shakespeare's work was considered 

to represent only a moderate challenge (as opposed to the plays 

of French Classicists), which safely excluded any possibility 

of Catherine's literary failure. If today's readers judge

otherwise and find Catherine the Great's plays to be of 

inferior talent, it is due to the subsequent development of 

Russian literature and, to a large extent, specifically to the 

influence of modernists.
In Russia, Shakespeare was never studied by schoolchildren

and there were no "copeck seats" to performances of his plays.

Instead, Shakespeare's work was an acquired taste, for a 

relatively small proportion of an already small cultural elite 

in a country where the majority of the population could not 

read or write in their native Russian, and the accepted second 

language for the educated classes was French rather than 

English. The comparable popular theatre emerged only some two
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hundred years after Shakespeare. The functions of Shakespearean 

texts were not actualized during the times when the cultural 

activity of the Shakespearean text was dormant. As Lotman 

indicates, only texts that preserve their cultural activity 

have the capacity to accumulate information and generate new 

meanings.
If Eleanor Rowe (the author of Hamlet: A Window to 

Russia) is now able to chat with her Moscow cab driver about 

Hamlet, and references to Shakespearean characters are often 

printed without footnotes in popular editions, this, again, 

would largely be due to the achievements of Russian 

modernists, who, to use an expression of Akhmatova's, "turned
the country over in a condition different from that in which

they had received it" (Chukovskaya 1: 135) . The task of the 

modernist authors consisted specifically in preserving the 

cultural activity of the Shakespearean text, which had been 

decreasing by the end of the nineteenth century, when 
Shakespeare's work ceased to attract interest of broad circles 

of the reading public and started to be relegated to the area 

of literary scholarship. By turning to Shakespearean themes 

and images (and even, in the case of Acmeists, by listing

Shakespeare as one of their main reference points), Russian

modernist authors revived from relative obscurity the cultural 
activity of his texts.
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There are also some minor claims in Bloom which do not 

prove to be universal. For example, in the poetry of Russian 

modernism references to Falstaff are lacking, though that 

character has been claimed by Bloom to be as important as 

Hamlet and even a "self-representation of Shakespeare."

Bloom’s enthusiastic claim for Shakespeare's universal 

literary supremacy ("who else is there?"), so reassuring in 

this age of literary disenchantment, is reminiscent of Apollon 

Grigoryev's pronouncement shortly of Pushkin 's death: "Pushkin 

is our everything."

Though Pushkin cannot be "everything" to the English- 

speaking world, his oeuvre is also a generator of infinite 

meanings. While many facts of Shakespeare's biography are 

still battled over, Pushkin has left behind a large volume 

of memoirs and mementos. Nevertheless, his philosophy and 

his view of the world has often seemed as enigmatic as that 

of Shakespeare, and just as often became the subject of 

mutually exclusive interpretations. Russian modernists were 

well aware of this parallel, which is why the evolution of 

their reception of Pushkin is comparable to the change in 

their approaches to Shakespeare.

The specter of problems faced by scholars when assessing 

the paradoxes and contradictions of Shakespeare's literary 

heritage has been thoroughly illustrated in Brian Vicker's
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Appropriating Shakespeare. In his book, Vickers sharply 

attacks various schools of literary criticism which introduce 

anachronistic concepts and modes of behavior, establish 

parallels on the grounds of the faintest similarities, 

disregard entire passages and characters and otherwise bend 

the text to fit a preset theory. By painstakingly analyzing 

the exaggerated claims of various critical schools, Vickers 

effectively restores the old-fashioned idea of the actual 

literary text being in the center of literary analysis. While 

his combining the analysis of Christian and Marxist criticism 

into one chapter may make uneasy not only those readers who 

identify with one of these groups, Vicker's approach is 

essentially a Nabokovian gesture of protest against imposing 

ideological structures onto literary works regardless of any 

virtuous intentions such an ideology may have or claim or to 

have. Within the perspective of Russian literary criticism, 

for a long time oversaturated with ideology, this approach 

becomes especially poignant. Vickers considers that the 

process of literary interpretation is open-ended and 

inevitably subjective to an extent, but he insists that only 

interpretation based on close analysis of the text can produce 
a plausible interpretation.

Obviously, Shakespearean influences on Russian literature 

are far less studied than those addressing English-language
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literatures. Critical literature dedicated to the more narrow 

topic of Shakespeare in Russian modernism is even further 

limited within a field of study that is already specialized. 

In our time, Shakespearean influences on Russian literature in 

the eighteenth century and, to a greater extent, in the 

nineteenth century has been a frequent subject of academic 

studies (e.g. Yury Levin). A substantial amount has been 

written on Shakespeare on the Russian stage and in film (e.g. 

numerous articles and monographs by Alexander Anikst and 
Alexander Bartoshevich; Space of a tragedy by Grigory 

Kosintsev, Shakespeare and the cinema by Sergey Yutkevich,), 

as well as on ballet and opera performances of works using 
Shakespearean subjects (e.g. the anthology Shakespeare and 

Music or Yury Kremlev 's "Shakespeare in Music"). Further, 

there have been articles dedicated to individual translations 

of Shakespeare as well as to the general principles of 

translating Shakespeare (e.g. by Michael Morozov and Kornei 

Chukovsky) . Probably the most substantial work in the English 

language was a monograph published by Anna Kay France in 1978, 
Boris Pasternak's Translations of Shakespeare.

However, it is problematic to group different studies 

according to differences of approach because the mechanisms 

of influence and dialogue were mostly avoided. In most 

monographs, Shakespeare is usually mentioned either with
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connection to Gumilyov's well-knovm manifesto of Acmeism, 

(Poggioli 217), or as one name in the extensive list of 

"great authors" having influenced Russian modernists 

(Poggioli 61). Alternatively, Shakespeare is considered in 

connection to the influence of Pushkin's tragedies (Poggioli 

23, 25, 272; Donchin 74-75).

As is apparent, there is no systematic assessment of 

Shakespeare's influence on Russian literary modernism. 

Native Russian scholars writing on Shakespeare in Russia 

shrewdly avoided the later period, due to constraints

sketched above. For example, Levin's otherwise 

comprehensive historical survey of Shakespeare's influence 

in Russia ends with the first half of the nineteenth

century. In one of his latest articles, "Hamlet and Ophelia

in Russian poetry," Levin quickly dismisses Russian

modernism as a movement irrelevant to his study, arguing 

that names of Shakespearean characters which may be found 

in works of turn-of the XX century writers "have only an 

indirect connection to Shakespeare." However, neither Levin 

nor other contemporary critics offer a substantive argument 

to support this contention, which would have permitted a 
meaningful debate.

The major collection of essays Shakespeare and Russian 

Culture, edited by Academician Michael Alekseev and published
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in 1965, also omits the period in question. Western 
scholarship is also fragmentary. Rowe's comprehensive Hamlet: 

a Window on Russia (1976) dedicates only a few pages to the 

theme of Hamlet in Blok, briefly mentions Tsvetaeva and 

Pasternak but fails to characterize the period as a whole. 

Nor does Rowe's book make the consistent effort to establish 

patterns of Shakespeare's reception. Her observations are 

sometimes marked by sweeping generalizations; for example, 
"negative capability seems somewhat alien to the Russian 

consciousness" (179), "Russians tend to hold on to whatever 

has nourished the root of their being" (178). Alternatively, 

she makes paradoxical remarks such as one about a presumed 

decrease of interest in Hamlet "now" [e.g. in the 1970s] 

"because life is less hard" (177). Historical perspective 

suggests that external life circumstances were equally as 

difficult albeit in different ways, as those of the typical 

nineteenth-century Russian writer. Rowe seems to conflate in 

one gesture the official Communist ideology, the nineteenth 

century Slavophilism teaching of and Berdyaev's peculiar 

views of Russian Orthodox Christianity. These confused 

theoretical explanations, however, occupy only a few pages 

within an otherwise extremely informative book. Rowe's 

theoretical difficulties serve as a warning that Russian 

fascination with Shakespeare is in danger of being explained
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away as an interesting anomaly, with no connection to the 

overall development of Russian literature.

Michael Makin, a young North American scholar, in his 
Poetics of Appropriation, dedicated to Tsvetaeva's work 

with other literary sources, refers to Tsvetaeva's 

reception of Shakespeare as to "a short-lasting interest" 

(203)— a debatable statement since Tsvetaeva turned to 

Shakespeare throughout her creative life. Consequently, the 

amount of space devoted to the review of Shakespearean 

themes in Makin1 s comprehensive monograph is minimal. His 

work is based on the premise that Tsvetaeva started using 

fewer literary allusions in her later works, as if 

emancipating herself from external influences. Such a view 

seems inconsistent with the aesthetics of Russian 
modernism, where a dialogue with literary works of the past 

is an integral part of the artistic method rather than a 

sign of immaturity. Furthermore, Makin does not extend his 

analysis to works of other Russian modernists and does not 

set it as his task to place Tsvetaeva within the historical 

or contemporary context. References to other authors are 

only occasional, such as a mention that Pasternak, whom 

Tsvetaeva valued highly, was working on translations of 

Shakespeare and that fact might have contributed to the 
appearance of Shakespearean images in Tsvetaeva's own work.
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The only scholarly work directly related to the topic of 
the present dissertation is a small volume by Chekalov, The 

Poetics of Mandelstam and Russian Shakespearism of the XX 

century, published in 1994. Chekalov is the first scholar to 

provide a detailed and thoughtful analysis possibly 

encompassing all instances of direct and indirect 

Shakespearean allusions in Mandelstam's work. However, 

Chekalov does not raise issues of a more general theoretical 

importance; historical influences are traced from an older 

poet to a younger one (Browning-Annensky-Mandelstam) . Thus 
Chekalov reviews not the function of the Shakespearean text or 

an immediate influence of Shakespearean texts and images on 

Mandelstam's work, but rather the continuation of approaches 

to Shakespeare in later epochs.

His work signals the emergence of an interest for the 

topic of Shakespeare and the twentieth century Russian poetry. 

Changing views on Shakespeare corresponded to the shifting 

focus within the Russian modernist literature: from epic to 

lyric, from social to the individual, and from plot line to 

the poetic word. Russian modernism rediscovered in Shakespeare 

the qualities it gave priority to, and made a new claim on the 

appropriation of his heritage. "You are ours because / all of 

us here are yours!" ("Tu Ham vpe3 to, / vto Bee mu 3flecb—  

tboh!") wrote Balmont in a poetical address to Shakespeare.
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Such an approach towards Shakespeare did not emerge at 

once: the perception of Shakespeare evolved from that of

harmonious genius of the golden past to an author with a

deeply hidden inner mystery to the author who, in Gumilyov's 

words, succeeded in showing us "the inner world of man," the 

most essential achievement for Russian modernist poetry, and 

thus was recognized as having an immediate relevance.

"A BLISSFUL INHERITANCE"

Russian modernism, a qualitatively different stage, in 

the Russian reception of Shakespeare, brought together two

different approaches to viewing Shakespeare's themes and

images: through the prism of individual psychological

experience (mediated by Pushkin's Shakespearean 

experiments) and through the prism of social experience and 
critique, exemplified by Leskov and Turgenev. It was 

Pushkin's more psychological approach, however, that 

contributed more significantly to Russian modernism's new 

development. Bely noted that that his older contemporaries

. . . failed to understand that Pushkin, 

Shakespeare, and Sophocles, too, have to be

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



« 39

acquired anew, that means cleansed of the cliches 

of the end of the [nineteenth] century not simply 

by going backwards, but by creatively reworking 
the very perception.

. . . He noHHMann Toro, vto m IlymKMH, m HteKcroip, n

CO$OKJI flOJEKHH OfaTTb nO~HOBOMy flOublTbl, TO eCTb OTMblTbl 

OT mTaMnOB KOHUa CTOJieTMH He npOCTO B03BpaTOM 

"BcnflTb", a TBopvecKOH nepepaOoTKOM caMMx BocnpHHTMft 

C03H3HMH (On the threshold of two centuries 311; 

emphasis added) .

If nineteenth-century realist writers had made 

Shakespeare part of their creative scope (by widely 

introducing references to Shakespeare's characters into their 

prose), modernist authors made Shakespeare part of their inner 

world, returning to complete the synthesis of the Western and 

Russian traditions once initiated by Pushkin. As Mandelstam 

put it in his article "On the nature of the word":

Thanks to the new taste that had arisen in Russia 

by the beginning of the [twentieth] century, such 

giants as Rablais, Shakespeare, Racine got up from 
their places and went to visit us at home.
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BjiaroflapH TOMy, uto b Poccmm, b Havajie CTOJieTMH, 

B03HMK HOBblH BKyC, TSKMe rpOMajm, KaK PaOJie, 

IIIeKCnMp, PaCHH, CHHJIHCb C MeCTa H BBMHyjIMCb K HaM 
b toctm (Word and Culture 66) .

The quest for a place for Shakespearean characters in society 

gave way to a search for their place in an author's inner 

world. Parallels in plot developed into parallels of emotional 

stages, into projection of the author's personality unto a 

Shakespearean character. Thus the use of Shakespearean themes 

and images provides a reflection on the nature of changes in 

literary trends. Characteristically, in Gumilyov's programme 

article, "Heritage of symbolism and acmeism," where Gumilyov 

draws a link between classical authors and each of the four 

major esthetical principles he establishes, it is Shakespeare 

who is chosen to represent the inner world of the human soul.

In circles close to Acmeism, the names of 

Shakespeare, Rablais, Villon and T. Gautier are 

pronounced most often. The selection of these names 

is not accidental. Each of them is cornerstone for 
the edifice of acmeism, a high concentration of some
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of its elements. Shakespeare showed to use the inner 
world of man.

B Kpyrax, 6jik3kmx k aKMensMy, uame Bcero 

npon3Hoc«TCH MMeHa nieKcnupa, PadJie, BmuiOHa w 

Teo^MJiH PoTbe. ncsScp 3tmx wwea ae npoassojieH. 

Kaamoe x3 hhx— icpaeyrojibHbifi xaMeab ana 3^aHHH 

aKMeM3Ma, BbicoKoe aanpajKeHMe to ft mm khoPi ero 

ctmxhm. niexcnMp noKa3aji a aw BHyTpeaaaa MMp aeJiOBexa.

(Letters on Russian poetry 58) .

Turgenev's Hamlet of the Shigri district may be used as 

an illustration of this difference in approaches towards 

Shakespearean characters. In this short story, one of a 

series written in 1850s, Turgenev introduces the theme of the 

"superfluous man," portraying an impoverished nobleman who 
never manages to accomplish anything in life and, in spite of 

his intellectual and emotional refinement, seems to be an 

indirect cause of his wife's death. The reference to 

Shakespeare helps to advance a major idea in the literature 
of the period: the suffering of the modern man is exposed as 

pathetically non-heroic, yet not less devastating. Turgenev 

may have sympathized with his protagonist, yet it would be 

hard to imagine the writer identifying himself with this
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tragicomic figure. While a character of Shakespeare is 

brought into contemporary discourse to add a new dimension, 

the gap between the world of Shakespeare and that of Turgenev 

is never fully closed in this story: Turgenev creates a type 

rather than character.

Authors of Russian modernism no longer distanced 

themselves from Shakespearean characters and scenes; 

Shakespearean characters overgrew the boundaries of a literary 

type and could become a part of the lyrical "I" of a modernist 

poet. Pasternak's "Hamlet", written during Pasternak's 

composition of Doctor Zhivago and Shakespearean translations, 

is a most striking example of this. Peter France, a literary 
critic and translator of Pasternak's poetry, acknowledging the 

close connection between Hamlet and Pasternak's lyrical hero, 

or perhaps even Pasternak the poet, says: "Christ, praying to 

the Father, is fused with Hamlet and with the actor playing 

Hamlet both of whom feel out of place in the tragic role they 

have to perform . . .  it seems clear that this is a reluctant 

profession of faith, a distillation of Pasternak's views about 
his vocation and mission" (74-75).

Of course, the idea of Shakespeare as an author who 

possesses intimate knowledge of human psyche was not entirely 

new to Russian literature; Goethe's perception idea of 

Shakespeare as a great psychologist has become sufficiently
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known to the Russian readership by the early twentieth 

century. Yet, when Gumilyov stresses that Shakespeare has 

"shown us the inner world of man," this is not merely a 

repetition of the ideas of Goethe or Ruskin. In the Russian 

realistic tradition of the second half of the nineteenth 

century, Shakespeare was also praised as a psychologist, a 

claim which particularly irritated Tolstoy, as shown in the 

previous chapter. As Levin explains, Tolstoy saw as especially 

false the recognition of Shakespeare "as an expert in human 

psychology such as it was understood at that time"

(Shakespeare and Russian Literature of the nineteenth century 

236; emphasis added) . In fact, the psychology of that time 

tended to be understood primarily as social psychology, as an 

interpretation of motives of action performed by human beings 

within the social context. The search for convincing social 

motivation in Shakespeare led to disappointment on the part of 

liberal critics: thus the notion of Shakespeare as

"psychologist" has been questioned, if not discredited, by 

Tolstoy's forceful attack on Shakespeare. Gumilyov, signifying 

a new orientation towards the poetical word rather than plot, 

resurrects the notion of psychological insights as a

characteristic of Shakespeare's work, but with a different, 

more complex interpretation of psychological realism.
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In his article "The Generic Word in Bakhtin and the 

Formalists," Shaitanov links Shakespeare's increasingly 

psychological approach to genre experimenting. In the 1920s, 

the interest in the generic word ("zhanrovoe slovo") became 

characteristic of the Russian literary criticism. Tynyanov 

addressed the problem of the odic word, and Bakhtin the 

novelistic word. Shaitanov sees a similarity between Bakhtin's 

and Tynyanov's approaches in the evaluation of genre as a 

fundamental concept of poetics. Genre is understood not as a 
set of norms, but as a function (orientatsiia slovom in 

Bakhtin and rechevaya ustanovka in Tynyanov). In Shaitanov's 

view, Bakhtin and the Formalists, approaching the problem of 

the genre from different angles, inevitably meet on the common 

ground of historical poetics. This poetics is now seen as a 

foundation of unity of the Russian philological school. To 

illustrate his point, Shaitanov selects literary material that 

is "equally foreign to both schools." He tries to reconstruct 

the imaginary analysis of an excerpt from Shakespeare's Romeo 

and Juliet as it would have been performed first by the 

Formalists, and then by Bakhtin. This material is of special 

interest for the present study, the more so because Shaitanov 

uses Pasternak's translation of Shakespeare. In the quoted 
excerpt of Act IV of Romeo and Juliet where, instead of a 

lament for Juliet's staged death, there appears what Shaitanov
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calls a discussion on the nature of poetic word: a play with 

metaphorical epithets. This metaphorical language leads to the 

tragedy acquiring some traits of the sonnet, represented at in 

the beginning of the play by the Prologue of the Chorus (which 

has the form of the sonnet but not its metaphorical quality) 

and throughout the play by various sonnet motives. Formalists 

would have seen in this a shift from allegory to metaphor, the 

tragedy borrowing its metaphoric language from the sonnet but 
transforming it completely. The sonnet's rechevaya ustanovka 

(verbal orientation) has come to be too narrow.

Further, Shaitanov offers his variant of analyzing the 

Shakespearean text through Bakhtin's genre theory. For Bakhtin, 

the genre had "an orientation towards completion" ("ustanovka 

na zavershyonnyu tselostnost"). This completion is achieved 

through a verbal exchange between the three participants in a 

literary dialogue: author, hero, and reader. Bakthin's view is 

built on the notion that "every listener becomes the speaker."

After learning of Juliet's death, Romeo rejects the 

convention of the tragic motivation just as he earlier had 

rejected the sonnet convention. Fate is an unnecessary tragic 

motivation in a work where the freedom of choice, of action 

belongs to a hero. Tragedy has destroyed the sonnet, but the 

sonnet is also undermining the classical ancient roots of 

tragedy; new motivations are now emerge, recognizing which
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will be the difficult task of Shakespearean heroes (Hamlet's 
path).

Perhaps this type of transformation of speech-forms 

present in Shakespeare's works which provided a starting point 

for Russian modernists to consider Shakespeare as a lyrical 

poet. Even those who do attempt to write dramatic works 

(Annensky, Gumilyov) hardly show any signs of influence of 

Shakespeare's dramaturgy. They develop Shakespeare's tradition 

not in the form of drama, but in the form of lyrical poetry, 

because Shakespeare has shown the end of epic tragedy. The 

Russian modernists feel that a change of genres was necessary 

in order to develop further what Shakespeare had started— a 

search for drama of an individual soul, in which the heroes 

carry the burden of choice.

Formalists, on the other hand, understand dialogue 

quite differently from Bakhtin. For them, as Shaitanov 

points out, "the other's word was an object at which to 

strike, and to refute" ("The Concept of the Generic Word" 

249) . Such a model does not appear to be applicable to the 

dialogue of Russian modernists with Shakespeare; they do not 

attempt to refute Shakespeare, but to develop further what 

they saw as the seed of lyricism already present in 

Shakespeare's own work. It should be noted that even Pushkin 

senses this potential in Shakespeare's work, trying his hand
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at reworking Measure for Measure into a narrative poem 

rather than into a drama. "The other's" word— Shakespeare's 

word— was perceived as lyrical rather than dramatic brought 

into a new genre of lyrical poetry.

For Bakhtin/ as Shaitanov argues, Romeo and Juliet 

represents a transformation of speech forms which leads to 

generic changes. Bakhtin would have gone further than the 

Formalists and made the conclusion of historical changes 

manifesting themselves through change of the genre: evolving 

speech forms lead to change in generic forms, provoking 

transformation at other level of the text, such as tragic 

motivation (Shaitanov online).

The only genre seen by Bakhtin as dialogical is the 

novel, the sole object of his study; all other genres are 

seen by him as rhetorical and therefore monological. 

However, according to Shaitanov, when Bakhtin speaks of the 

inevitable monological nature of the poetical language, he 

means not lyricism, but the Formalist theory of poetical 

language, which juxtaposed a word not to another word but 

to the subject it denoted; the connection to the subject 

may be preserved or faded and, in the latter case, is in 

need of a renewal.

Shaitanov's observation is important in the context of a 

larger discussion on Russian modernist poetics, outside of the
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scope of the present work; such a discussion would start with 

an understanding of the poetical word of Russian modernists as 

a dialogical one.

The unique embodiment of Bakhtin's formula of three­

sided dialogue in the context of Russian modernism gives us 

Shakespeare as "author," Shakespeare's characters as 

"heroes," and Russian modernist poets as "reader." Russian 

poets, who are also readers of Shakespeare, themselves 

become both authors and heroes in their own original work 

inspired by the initial dialogue with Shakespeare; thus the 

dialogue perpetuates generating on of new meanings of 

Shakespearean texts. The present study draws on Lotman's 

notion of dialogue, where the notion of "text" is introduced 

as the third participant of the dialogue, instead of 

Bakhtin's "hero," whereby the communicative capacities of 

the dialogue are greatly extended.

Lotman lists the following functions of the text: the

communication between a transmitter and a recipient; the 

communication between an audience and a cultural tradition; 

the communication of a reader with himself; the communication 

between a reader and a text; the communication between a text 

and a cultural context. Within this framework, the text itself 

is capable of being viewed as an autonomous participant in the 
dialogue.
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The Formalists, on the other hand, analyzing poetical 

genres, without rejecting the monological nature of the 

poetic word, focused on attempting to draw a parallel 

between literary reality and a corresponding social
phenomenon, the everyday life or byt, a distinction

relevant to the analysis of as "themes and images," or, 

interliterary exchange and communication.

Shaitanov points out:

What actually happens in Romeo and Juliet, in 

Bakhtin's terms, is a transformation of speech-

forms, through which a change of chronotopes is made 

manifest, a change which is necessarily followed by 

generic changes. The tragic hero has begun to speak 

in the stylistic form of the sonnet, a fact which 

could not have failed to have far-reaching 

consequences, even though a traditional tragic 

motivation is retained throughout the greater part 

of the action. . . . The sonnet hero has entered

Tragedy and made the fall of its epic world 

inevitable {The Concept of the Generic Word 247) .

Thus Shakespeare's work became the focal point of the

aesthetic discussion on psychological realism in literature.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The goal of the present study is to demonstrate the 
significance of this period as a critically new stage in the 

perception of Shakespeare, when all five functions of the 

Shakespearean texts have become activated. Many 

Shakespearean themes and images were deeply embedded in the 

Russian poetic language at a time when a literary experience 

was perceived as at least equal, and sometimes superior to, 
a real life experience. A quotation from Chekhov's Steppes 

given by Hutchings (79) well characterizes the Russian 

mentality of that age: "All down to the last man .

referred to the present with contempt. Your Russian loves to 

remember but he doesn't enjoy the business of living". From 

this it is not very far to Tsvetaeva's categorical line: 

"Non-being is a convention" ("HeOuTMe— yonoBHocTb") . The 

reconstructed past and the imagined future were only 

variations of the aesthetic experience invoked by a contact 

with a work of art.

Since in the preceding literary epoch Shakespeare's 

themes and images were primarily used to accentuate topical 

problems in society, the change in the reception of 

Shakespeare becomes an important indicator of changing 

literary tastes. Thus the problem of Shakespeare as seen 

through the prism of Russian modernism may be linked to the
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problem of Russian modernism as reflected through the prism of 

Shakespeare.

Indeed, this period in Russian poetry was characterized 

by especially close ties to literatures and aesthetics of 

Western Europe: from Ruskin and Wilde to Verlaine, Mallarm6 

and Rimbaud (especially important for the first generation of 

symbolists) to Wagner and Nietzsche (in the case of the 

second generation symbolists). Classical works of previous 

epochs were also widely used. Russian poets of the period, to

use a line from Mandelstam, "received a blissful inheritance:

/ The wandering dreams of foreign bards" ("H nojiymui 

GnaaceHHoe HaaneacTBO— qyacnx neBUOB Gnyaujasxmie c h h") . In this 

poem by Mandelstam, the spiritual connection to foreign 

authors is referred to as a state of grace, yet in reality 

this connection was obviously dependent on self-conscious 

efforts by Russian authors. Addressing young poets, Balmont 

wrote:

The verse must be strong. And for this you must
take yourself in hand. On a spring day, to be 

able to sit over a book of philosophy, an English

dictionary, and a Spanish grammar. . . . To be

able to read a hundred, and three hundred, and
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th re e  thousand books, among which many, so many 

are  b o rin g .

C th x  ^ojraceH 6w rb KpenKHM. A jw w  s T o ro  HyxHO CKpyrHTb 

c e 6 fl. yMeTb b BeceHHjtfi aeHb cmieTb Ha,a $mjioco$ckoS 

KHHrofi, m aHrnM&cKUM cjiosapeM, a ncnaHCKoii 

rpaMMaTMKoft. . . . npowecTb h 100, m 300, w 3000

khjct, cpem< KOTopbix MHoro-MHoro cKy^Hbix (Where is my 

home 256).

Lotman's theory o f te x tu a l functions w i l l  serve as a 

u s e fu l to o l in  the an a lys is  o f Shakespeare's reception  in  

Russian l i t e r a r y  modernism. S tress ing  the importance o f te x t  

as generator o f meaning, the th eo ry  o f te x tu a l functions not 

only encompasses in te ra c t io n  between reader and te x t  but shows 

the dynamism o f th is  in te ra c t io n  in  the s p e c if ic  events o f 

in t e r t e x t u a l i t y .

D es p ite  d iffe re n c e s  in  a e s th e t ic  th e o ry  and p o e tic  

p r a c t ic e ,  th e  poets o f th e  v a rio u s  movements w ith in  Russian 

modernism share the "lo ng ing  fo r  w orld c u ltu re "  and the  

im pulse to  escape th e  "badger ho le" th a t  Mandelstam  

considered  to  be c h a ra c te r is t ic s  o f  Acmeism, b u t which, as 

M. Gasparov ju s t ly  p o in ts  o u t, ap p ly  e q u a lly  to  a l l  Russian 

m odern ist p o e try . Thanks to  th e  f u l l  a c tu a l iz a t io n  o f
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functions of the Shakespearean text in the work of Russian 

modernists, this imported text was able to become the 

carrier of what Lotman considers a dialogic capacity for 
cultural modeling. Therefore, reception of Shakespeare in 

Russia is a unique illustration of the process of cultural 

translation and literary innovation that transforms genre, 

poetic language and cultural self-identification.
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CHAPTER 1

DYNAMIC MODEL OF DECEPTION AND APPROPRIATION OF SHAKESPEAREAN 
TEXT IN RUSSIA

ffleKcnup Bomeji b KpoBb m njioTb pyccKoro 

oOmecTBa. . . .  Mu BocnmbiBajmcb Ha HeM, oh 

HaM po^HOM h bo MHoroM oTpa3HJicH Ha HameM 

pa3BHTMH.

Shakespeare has become flesh and blood of the 

Russian society. . . .  We have been raised 

with him, he is kin to us and has in many 

respects influenced our development.

F. Dostoyevsky, "Literature and literacy" 19: 17

"THE FEAST OF REVIVAL"

Different stages of perception of Shakespeare in 

Russian culture may be distinguished, starting with the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



55

premise that functions of the Shakespearean text were 
becoming increasingly complex, with additional functions 

being actualized over time and with those functions already 

present also undergoing changes.

In his key article "The Semiotics of culture and the 

notion of a text" (1981), Lotman singles out five crucial 

elements in the social and communicative function of a text 

(1: 131-132). While Lotman did not specifically study the

reception of Shakespeare in Russia, his theory of textual 

functions may be useful in describing historical stages of 
interaction of Shakespeare and Russian literature. This 

theory, to which Lotman would return again and again 
throughout his life, overcomes the limitations of the 

somewhat mechanistic early structural approach by focusing 

not on an isolated text but on a text placed in context, in 

relation to other texts and to the semiotic environment (1: 

147) . The full range of functions may be realized only in 

texts which cease being simply transmitters of a given 

message and, through interaction with other texts, readers, 
and cultural tradition, can condense new information and, in 

effect, develop a memory. Such texts are capable of 

displaying a quality that Heraclites once called "self- 

increasing Logos," which means that a text becomes an entity 
that creates meaning.
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The theory of textual functions foresees a stage when 

the text becomes something more than a text, a 

"conversational partner in its own right . . .  a generator 

of information endowed by traits of an individual 

intelligence" (Lotman 1: 132). The capacity of the

Shakespearean text to generate new meanings was intuitively 

pointed to in a critical essay on Hamlet by the Russian 

poet Innokenty Annensky (1855-1909), whom many modernists 

considered to be their teacher. Annensky makes a 

paradoxical suggestion that Hamlet himself creates the 

artistic world of his play. Hamlet, for him, is an "artist" 

and an "extemporizing actor" to whom all other characters 

in the play are secondary: "He is as if playing with them; 
was it perhaps he who created them . . ." ("Oh tovho nrpaeT 

mmm: yac He oh nvt w co3,naji mx . . .") (Reflections 79).

Annensky even went as far as writing a whole monologue in 

voice of Hamlet, a stream of consciousness that includes, 
along with Hamlet's inner speech, some staging details and 

interaction with other theatre workers:

H Bepm i eit . . . nocToifae . . . 3necb BMceji jtp y ro fi 

nopa?peT, a  3jjecb cu n e ji J ip yro ii ue jio se ic . . . . H to  s t o  

3 a  Gpea? K t o  * e  MeHS a y p a w r .  . . . H e® , HeT . . . 

nepeaejiaTb Bee s t o  h  *n B ee  . . . Pa3CnTb $opwhi,
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a a M a s a T b  x o j ic t b i ,  a — r j ia B H o e — T e o p a jm ,  T e T p a jm  

O T 6 e p n T e  y  a K T e p o B : u t o  3 a  y e n y x y  o h m  T a M  ro B o p H T ?

I used to believe her . . . Wait . . . there used 

to be a different portrait hanging here, and a 

different person sitting here . . . What rubbish

is this? Who is playing a trick on me? . . . No, 

no . . . change all of this, and move it . . .

Break the forms, paint over the canvasses, and the 

main thing— the notebooks, take the notebooks away 

from the actors— what nonsense are they saying 
there?

(Book of Reflections 79)

Asserting Hamlet's creative capacities, Annensky at 

the same time says that all actors, members of the

audience, and readers create their own Hamlet, thereby 

approaching the notion of a dialogue between text, 

audience, and cultural context. Annensky's artistic 
statement provides a good illustration of the meaning-

generating capacities of the Shakespearean text.

The following chapters will present a review of each

of the five primary functions of a text, describing how 

these functions may be applied to each period of Russian
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literary reception of Shakespeare, from the eighteenth 

century (first exposure to Shakespeare's work) up to the 

period of Russian modernism, which is the focal point of 

the present study. Obviously, attribution of certain 

functions of text to particular epochs of Russian literary 

development is aimed at establishing major patterns rather 

than firmly fixed boundaries between epochs. As will be 

seen from the analysis below, certain functions virtually 

could not have bedome actualized until specific conditions 

have been met; other functions of text were present only as 

a potential and, though perhaps actualized for some 

individual readers, were not prominently active on the 

overall scale of Russian literary life. Just as certain 

major trends in Russian literature conventionally allow 

literary scholars to speak of Russian Classicism, Realism, 

etc., even though every given historical moment was a 

result of a complex interaction of multiple forces, major 

trends in the perception of the Shakespearean text allow us 

to propose a distinction of various stages of that 
perception, based on the functions of the Shakespearean 

text prominently active at the time.

1. The communication between a transmitter and a 
recipient. Within Lotman's theory, this primary function
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refers to a text fulfilling the function of message 

directed from the carrier of information to the public.

This function of Shakespeare's text was the earliest to 

be actualized in Russian literature, emerging immediately with 

the first translations of Shakespeare in the eighteenth 

century. During this first stage of exposure to Shakespeare, a 

transmitter and a recipient were set apart not by one, but by 

two intermediaries— a Western European translator (normally, 

French or German) translating from the English original, 

sometimes with the help of an interlinear translation, and a 

Russian translator who worked from a non-English version. 

There is no positive evidence of any major author during the 

eighteenth century having read Shakespeare in the original. In 

early nineteenth century, often denoted as Pushkin's time, the 

message was first received directly, through an English-to- 

Russian translation or even via a reading of the original (as 

in the case of Pushkin himself). Therefore, during Pushkin's 

time a major change in this function of the Shakespearean text 
occurred.

This elementary function of communication between a 

transmitter and a recipient is realized in the text as soon 
as a reader gains access to a text, and the transmission of 

the message becomes possible. However, since the 

transmission of the message was peculiar due to the fact
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that Shakespeare's texts were initially transmitted 

simultaneously with Western critical debates and judgements, 

a polemical element was introduced from the earliest stage 

on (in contrast, for example, to the reception of Homer). In 

Pushkin's time, an example of this may be found when Peter 

Pletnev, discussing Boris Godunov in a private letter to 

Pushkin, brings up the issue of the German Romantics' view 
of Shakespeare (Writers ask for advice 23) . The importance 

of existing literary polemic for the reception of 

Shakespeare was later reflected in the influence of German 

Romantic interpretation of Shakespeare, for instance, on 

young the Tsvetaeva.

The function just reviewed is closely related to the 

second function of literary text, communication between the 

audience and the cultural tradition.

2. The communication between the audience and the 

cultural tradition. A text fulfills the function of a 

collective cultural memory. As such it demonstrates, on one 

side, a capacity to continuous accumulation, and, on the 

other side, to the actualization of some aspects of 

information contained in it and in temporary or complete 

oblivion of its other aspects.

It would appear that as soon as a foreign text is 

received by a new audience, it gains the capacity to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



61

function as a collective cultural memory of its new 

audience. In the eighteenth-century Russia, Shakespearean 

texts were defined primarily by negation, as those lying 

outside the dominant literary tradition, which was more 

closely oriented towards the norms of French Classicism. In 

Lotman's view, a necessary precondition for a meaningful 

dialogue is self-determination and independence of the 

conversational partners. In such a gesture of independence, 

the Russian secular literary tradition was asserting and 

reinforcing its own identity.

In Pushkin's time, this capacity has started to be 

realized, which enabled Pushkin's character Lensky to 

imitate Hamlet. However, as Shakespeare's heritage has not 

yet been able to imprint itself firmly into the collective 

memory of the Russian audience, Pushkin still finds it 

necessary to insert a footnote in order to explain a quote 
from Hamlet in Eugene Onegin. Arguably, Pushkin might have 

expected his ideal reader to recognize the reference to 

Hamlet without turning to footnotes, but he certainly would 

have thought about the rest of the reading public— much as 
Leo Tolstoy will do later on by providing footnotes to his 

own translation of the French text within War and Peace.

Only towards the second half of the nineteenth century do 

Shakespeare's works become an integral part of the Russian
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literary tradition. To develop further Lotman*s notion of 

collective memory, it may be said that Shakespearean themes 

and images become a part of the operative memory rather than 

long-term memory, as had been the case before. Turgenev and 

his contemporaries reinforced Shakespeare's place in 

collective memory by using Shakespearean characters as stock 

metaphors.

If Turgenev operated with integral images of 

Shakespearean heroes, authors of Russian modernism were able 

to individual situations or to minor details from 

Shakespeare's plays, such as Hamlet's ungartered stockings 

mentioned by Akhmatova (Poem Without a Hero I: 1). Therefore, 

modernists utilized the full potential of this textual 

function by actualizing the hidden aspects of the text, 

thereby supplementing the collective memory with additional 
information.

3. The communication of reader with himself. During such 

a communication of the information's recipient with 

himself/herself, a text plays the role of a mediator helping 

to transform the personality of a reader, to change the 

structural self-orientation of such a personality and the 
degree to which it is connected to metacultural constructions. 

This function is of particular importance for a text like 

Shakespeare's because, as Lotman points out (1: 131),
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t r a d it io n a l ,  canonical te x ts  have an e s p e c ia lly  strong  

capacity  fo r  a c tu a liz in g  c e r ta in  p e rs o n a lity  tra in s  o f the  

re c ip ie n t h im se lf. On the co n tra ry , in  te x ts  th a t are not p a rt  

o f the canon th is  fu n ctio n  is  not a c tu a liz e d  but is  present 

m erely as a p o te n tia l.

Before Pushkin's time, Shakespeare's texts in Russian 

literature lacked the canonical status necessary to 

stimulate such an inner dialogue of the reader with himself 

or herself. Bloom in his Western Canon argues that it was 

Shakespeare's oeuvre which first introduced into the 

literature the new task of teaching readers to converse 

with themselves— an achievement that within the context of 

Russian literature could arguably be credited to Pushkin. 

This particular function of Shakespeare's work started to 

become actualized in Russian cultural life in the 1820s- 

1830s and reached its high point by the middle of the 

nineteenth century, when the canonization of Shakespeare's 

heritage in Russia could be considered apparent.

Another important characteristic of Pushkin's period 

is the appearance of a reading community capable of using a 

literary text to stimulate an inner dialogue. By the 1820s, 
as demonstrated at length in William Mills Todd's Fiction 

and Society in the Age of Pushkin, an adequate reading 
public (i.e. the recipient of the text) had already been
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formed. Pushkin's older contemporaries, Nikolai Karamzin 

(1766-1820) and Vasily Zhukovsky (1783-1852), devoted their 

efforts to educating such a reader and promoting the notion 

of secular literary language, as shall be seen in the 

chapter dedicated to historical outline of Shakespeare's

reception in Russia.

The epoch following Pushkin's sees a quantitative and 

qualitative change in Russian readership. By that time, a 

mass reader has been formed, and Shakespeare's works have 

become available in modest editions oriented towards the 
general public. If in the early nineteenth century,

publishers were concerned mainly with satisfying the reading 

tastes of aristocratic families, now the orientation has 

changed towards the mass reader. Social and political

journalism gained an unprecedented importance. Literature

was turned to for social, philosophical and political 

guidance, not for insights into the human psyche. A typical 

example is the case of the influential left-wing literary 

critic Nikolai Chernyshevsky who not only insisted on 
reality as the basis of the beautiful and the object of art 

in his program articles, but put his aesthetic ideas into 
practice by writing his own novel, What is to be done? This 

novel came to enjoy great influence because of the 

suggestions for political and social reforms expressed in
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it; the novel's rather mediocre literary merits were simply 

not considered separately from its social message.

Russian modernism shunned this utilitarian approach 

towards literature, refusing to entrust art with immediate 

political tasks. At the turn of the twentieth century, the 

need for a text to provoke communication of the reader with 

himself this function of the text once again comes to the 

foreground and finds its most complete realization, as 

preoccupation with "conversing with oneself" was typical for 

that audience.

If the reader of the second half of the nineteenth 

century tended to judge works of art based on their degree of 

"realism," understood as faithfulness of everyday life 

depictions, the new reader of the modernist age followed 

Bryusov's famous slogan a realibus ad realiora [From the real 

to the more real], seeking in art a possibility for inner 

experience which opens the path towards a higher reality. 

This inner experience at times could be influenced by works 

of art to the same or greater degree than by real-world 

phenomena, allowing Tsvetaeva the boldness of her poetic 

statement: "Non-existence is but a convention" ("HeObmie—
yCJIOBHOCTfa") .

4. The communication between reader and text. In 

Lotman's view, a highly organized text ceases to be a mere
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intermediary in the act of communication and starts 

displaying some intellectual characteristics. It becomes an 

equal conversational partner with a high degree of 

autonomy. Both for its author and for the reader, a text 

can act as an independent intellectual formation playing an 

active and independent role in the dialogue. It would 

appear that, consciously or not, modernist poets have 

recognized this capacity of the text in their interactions 
with foreign works.

This function of the Shakespearean text became 

actualized in the period of Russian realism after Pushkin, 

in the second half of the nineteenth century. Thanks to the 

growing familiarity of Russian public with Shakespeare's 

work and to Shakespeare's inclusion into the literary canon, 

his texts already possessed a greater degree of autonomy 

than previously. Therefore, the contact with the text no 

longer was limited to a simple transmission of information 

to the audience; the answers to questions provoked by the 

text were searched for in the same text. This two-way 

process of communication with the text was freed from 

temporal restrictions. Turgenev's essay "Hamlets and Don 

Quixotes" may serve as an example: in it Turgenev attempts 

to provide answers to the questions posed by the text of
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Shakespearean play. The actualization of this function bore 

witness to the increased maturity of the Russian readership.

During the period of Russian modernism, this function 

of the Shakespearean text finds its full development as the 

text becomes an equal participant in the communication

process.

Just as a real life conversation with a human being in 

which a response is in theory unpredictable (because every

real language is capable of generating an unlimited number of 

utterances), communication with a text containing an infinite 

number of meanings is an open-ended process. Evoking a 

Shakespearean image in a modern work is not guaranteed to 

cause the same chain of associations envisaged by the author; 

since the number of interpretations of Shakespeare is 

unlimited, any of them may potentially be used to inform the 

modern text.

Russian modernist anticipated Bakhtin's statement "Text 

is not a thing" ("TeKCT— He Bemb") in his 1979 article 

"Problem of the text" (229), where he stresses both the

importance of the reader's role and the independent function 

of a text. (Years later, Lotman will apply almost the same 

words to Bakhtin's own texts, expressing concern about the

fate of Bakhtin's manuscripts: "Bakhtin’s manuscripts are not 
an armchair or a tea-service . . .") (Letters 558).
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5.The communication between text and cultural context. 

In this case, a text functions in the act of communication 

not as a message but as an equal participant of this 

communication, that is, either a source or a recipient of 

the information. The relation of the text to the cultural 

context may have a metaphorical character, when the text is 

perceived as replacing the entire context to which it is in 

a certain way equivalent, or metonymical character, when a 

text represents the context, just as to a part represents 

the whole.

This function can be singled out as the most important 

new aspect of Shakespeare's perception during the age of 

Russian modernism. In the new communicative situation that 

had been formed by the early twentieth century, not only 

was the Shakespearean text being received as information 

into different contexts, but different information was 

being brought in the Shakespearean text. To use Lotman's 

expression, the Shakespearean text started actualizing its 

formerly hidden aspects, superceding itself and gaining the 

characteristics of a cultural model, and at the same time 

exhibiting independent behavior. This explains the 

possibility of modernist literary experiments such as 

Tsvetaeva's attempt to "fill in the blank spaces" in
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Hamlet, as if supplementing additional information omitted 

by Shakespeare.

"The text superseding itself" should not be taken as

meaning that Russian modernists tried improving Shakespeare or 

making his allegedly simple works more complex; rather, this 

means that Russian poets were able to bring out different 

aspects of the Shakespearean text that could become manifest 

only through contact with a new cultural context. Lotman, who 

did not focus on Shakespeare in his scholarly work,

nevertheless chose an example from Shakespeare to support his 

thesis of the text as accumulator of information:

. nowadays, Hamlet is not just a play by

Shakespeare, but it is also the memory of all its 

interpretations, and what is more, it is also the 

memory of all these historical events which

occurred outside the text but with which 

Shakespeare's text can evoke associations. We may 

have forgotten what Shakespeare and his 

spectators knew, but we cannot forget what we

have learnt since their time. And this is what 

gives to text new meanings (Universe of the mind 

18) .
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In Russian modernist poetry, the Shakespearean text is 

most active in generating new meanings and can be said to 

acquire the qualities of the "model of culture," in Lotman's 

terms. However, Lotman specifies that only texts that 

preserve their cultural activity can have a capacity for 

accumulating information. The task of the modernist poets 

consisted specifically in preserving the cultural activity of 

the Shakespearean text, which had been decreasing by the end 

of the nineteenth century, when Shakespeare's work ceased to 

attract the interest of broad circles of the reading public 

and was being relegated to the area of literary scholarship. 

By turning to Shakespearean themes and images (and even, in 

the case of Acmeists, by listing Shakespeare as one of their 

main reference points), Russian modernist authors revive the 

cultural activity of his texts. Shakespeare once again is 

brought into the epicenter of cultural and literary 

discourse. They successfully accomplish the task referred to 

by Bakhtin: "There is nothing absolutely dead: each meaning 

will have its own feast of revival"— "HeT Hxuero adcojuoTHO 

MepTBoro: y xaamoro CMticjia SyjjeT cbom npa3£HMK B03po*meHHH") 

("On Methodology of Humanities", 1938-41?). This is why 

modernist authors may introduce lines or entire scenes not 

present in Shakespeare's original, which leads not to the 

destruction of the original but to an additional variant of
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seeing the relationship between characters or the meaning of 

the scene.

In the works of Bakhtin, a dialogue is represented 

primarily as a philosophical problem, something that De Man 

refers to as "the radical experience of voiced otherness" 

(De Man 110), i.e. as a category that allows humans to 

enclose the totality of culture. Culture is therefore seen 

as space with fluid borders, including borders of 

chronological nature, because in time any significant 

cultural event brings forward new meanings, hitherto 

existing only as a potential. As a modern critic points out, 

"outside the problematic of the dialogue cultural studies 

become less and less possible, especially as we move closer 

to examining modern literature" (Zverev 24).

To sum up the above, additional functions of the 

Shakespearean text are being actualized at each consecutive 

stages of appropriation of Shakespeare by Russian literature 

so that the number of actualized textual functions is 

progressively increasing. Ultimately, during the age of 

modernism all five functions of the text are actualized. This 

change is not merely quantitative; it progresses from the 
simple introduction of a foreign text as a code to an active 

dialogue between two cultures. Interestingly, these dynamics 

form a parallel to the evolvement of Lotman's theoretical
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approach to the study of text, whose focus, as Levchenko 
observes, shifts from a system of codes to text to culture to 

a semiosphere as a cultural model (Online). Lotman's notion 

of semiosphere is meant to expand the cultural model beyond 

the structuralist grid by conceptualing "the semiotic space 

("semioticheskoe prostranstvo") beyond which semiosis itself 

is impossible" (Lotman 1: 13). This organistic concept,

prompted by Bakhtin's logosphere and Vernadsky's noosphere, 

may be seen as Lotman's response to Bakhtin's criticism of 

structuralism for being enclosed in a text (for a helpful 

review of the much-debated issue on Lotman's interaction with 

Bakhtin, see Amy Mandelker's article "Semiotizing the Sphere: 
Organicist Theory in Lotman, Bakhtin and Vernadsky".)

In his last work, Culture and Explosion (1992), Lotman 

provides a logical extension of his earlier studies of textual 

functions and semiosphere, taking as his basic reference point 

not an individual model but "semiotic space" which is 
multidimensional thanks to the myriad of possible relations 

between elements of meaning and which has both memory and 

presentiment of the future (267). On the other hand, Lotman 

introduces a dynamic cultural model based on the concept of 
"binary" and "ternary" cultural systems progressing through 

"explosions of meaning" of varying impact— ultimately 

unpredictable cultural turning points. Lotman is careful to
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specify that he prefers to associate "explosion" not with 

deployment of a weapon of mass destruction but "with birth of 

a new living being or any other creative reshaping of life's 

structure" (23). In binary cultures, full destruction of the 

existing order is seen as ideal condition for instituting the 

new one, while ternary structures may preserve some values of 

the preceding epochs, transferring them from the periphery to 

the center of the system (259). Thus, if the modernist moment 

of Russian literature, with its typical "anxiety to be 

influenced," has to be interpreted in accordance to the theory 

of binary and ternary cultures, it would seem to be closer to 

the ternary model. Such a conclusion would necessary come into 

contradiction with Lotman's view of Russian culture in its 

entirety as being structured in a binary manner (corresponding 

to the Orthodox theological binary opposition of Heaven and 

Hell). In contrast, Lotman reserves the ternary cultural model 

for Western culture (as embodied by the ternary opposition of 
Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory).

Nevertheless, Lotman's "dictum of a binary historical 

structure," which he makes an underlying principle of Russian 

cultural development in general (264) does not seem 

appropriate to describe the Russian modernists' approach to 

prior literary tradition, whether Russian or Western European, 

because this approach was not characterized by a "total and
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unconditional destruction of the old and an apocalyptic birth 

of the new" (268).

Lotman's theory, meant primarily as a tool to describe 

metacultural exchanges and entire historical shifts rather 

than interaction between individual texts, appears to be 

sufficiently controversial and requiring additional evaluation 

(e.g. whether the Purgatory is indeed an appropriate symbol of 

an axiologically "neutral" space permitting growth and 

development of individual agency) . Accepting Lotman's theory 

effectively implies accepting "objectification of 

consciousness, turning it into a function of impersonal 
unpredictable processes" (Amelin online).

It would seem that the interaction of Russian modernist 

poets with Shakespeare may be more accurately described in 

terms of the catalyst model referred to in Lotman's article 

"The Problem of Byzantine influence" (1989),

the most abrupt intrusions of texts from outside 

in general play the role of a catalyst: they do

not change the inner dynamics of a culture, but 

free its inner potential from a state of dormant 
balance (i.e. entropy) (1: 128) .
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According to Lotman, an isolated text is incapable to 

generate meanings; like any dynamic generating system, a 

text requires input of outside information, which in this 

case implies an interaction within other texts and cultural 

environments (1: 146-147). Although the Shakespearean text 

obviously had a great semiotic potential throughout its 

existence, in Russia this potential was most fully realized 

only in modernist poetry. It was then that the Shakespearean 

text was able to reach a high point in its meaning- 

generating activity and to function as a catalyst of 

literary processes within the Russian cultural context. This 

corresponds to the notion that incursion of a foreign text 

into a different text leads to "an increased pool of 

unpredictable possibilities of future development" (Culture 

and Explosion 122). As applied to Shakespearean text in 

Russia, the intensity of this incursion could arguably be

linked to actualization of social and communicative

functions of the foreign text; the fuller the actualization

of textual functions, the greater the impulse given by the 

foreign text. The result of this dialogue was the 

phenomenon pointed to by Lotman: "Incursion may be so

energetic that it is not an individual element of text but 
an entire language that is brought in" (Culture and

Explosion 206) .
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In Russian modernist poetry, Shakespearean themes 

images broke out beyond the constraints of the plot, gained 

a personal immediacy and reached a level of language 

capable of generating potentially endless meanings.

The striving towards full actualization of traditional 

texts, both native and foreign, was one of the ways through 

which Russian modernists were giving new life to poetry. At 

the end of her life, Akhmatova justly recognized the 

importance of this period for subsequent development of 

Russian literature, stressing the radical shift in views on 
poetry brought about by Russian modernists:

B Harnett iohoctm MOJioaeacb ctm xob He JuoGMJia h He 

noHMMajra. Tojimy Gbuio HiraeM He npoOttTb, He npoG paTb. 

Ctmxm G biro t 3 a 6 b iT H , pa3JiioGjieHbi, noTOMy ^ to  Hamti o tu h  

h M aTepn, n 3 -3 a  ratcapeBmttHbi, c^MTajiK hx coBepmeHHUM 

B3flopoM, hm ju is  K axoro  ynoTpeGjieHMs He roaHHM 

. . . MOflepHMCTbi BejntKoe ^ e jio  cnejiajiM ana  Poccmm.

3<roro Hejib3H 3a0u B aT b . Ohm cflarot c ip a H y  coBceM b 

apyroM BMjie, yeM npMHHJiM.

When we were growing up, young people did not 

love and did not understand poetry. You could not 

get through to the crowd whatever you try. Poetry
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was forgotten, fallen out of love with, because 

our fathers and mothers, due to Pisarev's [a 

critic straightforwardly advocating the service 

of literature for the greater social good] 

efforts, thought it nonsense, good for nothing.

. . . modernists have accomplished an important

thing for Russia. One should not forget that. 

They turned the country over in a completely 

different condition than that in which they had 

received it (Chukovskaya 1:135).

"ENCHANTED BY SHAKESPEARE'S RESOUNDING NAME"

Those major characteristics of the reception of 

Shakespeare's text which were common for all historical 

periods reviewed merit a special discussion. Undoubtedly, 

each stage of the Russian literature's development also had 

specific unique ways of approaching Shakespeare which led 

to actualization of various communicative functions of 
Shakespearean texts.
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The perception of Shakespearean text was heavily

influenced by European translation and critical thought, 

from French Classicism or German Romanticism.

The Russian public started getting acquainted with

Shakespeare' s works only some one hundred years after the 

author's death, via French and German sources rather than 

through a direct contact with the original. Thus, for 
example, the tragedy King Richard III was translated in 1783 

from Le Tourneur's French version (the name of the Russian 

translator remained unknown, in line with the usual practice 

of that time); the translation of Julius Caesar, done by the 

renown author and historian Karamzin in 1787, was also done 

not from the original, but from a German translation by

Eschenburg.

Therefore, the first acquaintance with Shakespeare was 

already filtered through the critical prism of French and 

German translators as well as critical articles which became 

known at the same time (such as Voltaire's sharp criticism of 

Shakespeare) . Any translation is inevitably a form of 

critical interpretation, but in the eighteenth century

translators were entitled, if not expected, to amend the 

original in accordance with the prevailing taste, as 
described by Pushkin later:
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B nepeBOflHHX KHMrax, M3jjaHHHX b nponuioM CTOJieTMM, 

Hejib3H npo^ecTb hm oj^Horo npejjMCJiOBMH, r,ae 6u He 

Haxoxctinacb HeM3Ge*HaH $paaa: mu ayMajiM yrojiH Tb

nyGjiMKe, a c TeM BMecTe oxasaTb yanyry m HameMy 

aBTOpy, MCKJIK«MB M3 erO KHMrM MeCTa, KOTOpue MOrJIM 

Gu OCKOpGMTb 06pa3OBaHHUM BKyc $paHUy3CKOrO 

HMTaTejiH. CTpaHHo, Korjia no^yMaenib, k to , xoro m 

nepe^i KeM m3bmhhji tbkmm o0pa3OM! . . . HaxoHeu

KpMTMKa cnoxBaTMJiacb. CTajin noB03peBaTb, mto r .  

JleTypHep Mor odim6o«jho cyjmTb o IIIeKcriMpe m He coBceM 

6jraropa3yMHO nocTyroin, nepenpaBJian Ha cBoit Jiaja 

'TaMJieTa", "PoMeo" m "Jlwpa". Ot nepeBOjmMKOB CTajiM 

TpeGoBaTb Gojiee BepHOCTM, a MeHee mexoTJiMBOCTM m 

ycep^H  k nyGjiMxe.

In the translations published in the past [e.g. 

eighteenth] century, you can't find one foreword 

without an inevitable phrase: thinking to please

our public and do a service to our author, we 

excluded from his book those parts which could have 

offended the sophisticated taste of the French 

reader! Isn't it strange when you think who was 

excusing whom and in front of whom in such a way!
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. . . Finally, the critics came to their senses. 

They started suspecting that Mr. Le Tourneur could 

have misjudged Shakespeare and was not altogether 

right to correct Hamlet, Romeo [and Juliet] and 

[King] Lear according to his own taste! They 

started demanding from the translators more 

faithfulness, and less squeamishness and desire to 

please the public" (12: 137-138).

Throughout the eighteenth century and the first half of 

the nineteenth century Russia's cultural links with countries 

such as Holland, Germany and France were much stronger than 
those with England. Starting from the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, St. Petersburg had three theater 

companies: French, German and Russian. Pushkin's library

contained more books in French than in any other language, 

including Russian. Books were routinely ordered for 

aristocratic Russian families from France and Germany; St. 

Petersburg had large French- and German-speaking colonies. 

Among the German immigrants in Russia were such renown people 

as, for instance, General von Klinger, the author of the play 
that was to give its name to the Sturm und Drang movement, who 

happened to be the head of the Page School in St. Petersburg.
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Professional translations directly from the English 

original began to appear only in Pushkin's time. Pushkin, 

who learned English in order to read Shakespeare, turned to 

Shakespeare's works for inspiration, for a historical

precedence of mixing the styles and enriching the poetical 

vocabulary from previously underutilized sources, such as 

folk language.

However, Shakespeare's language did not exercise direct 

influence on Russian poetry the way French works did.
Discussing translations of Pushkin's Eugene Onegin, Nabokov 

points out Pushkin's reliance on French stock epithets. While 

Nabokov may exaggerate the degree of Pushkin's dependence on 

such epithets, nonetheless that Pushkin, following his older

contemporaries Zhukovsky and Karamzin, transplanted into the 

Russian literary vocabulary many poetic expressions which had 

lacked an adequate Russian equivalent before him (133, 136).

A direct interchange on the level of vocabulary was 

absent in the case of contact with Shakespeare's works. Though 

every educated person was expected to know French, and many 

learned German or Italian in their childhood, English was 

typically a language learned later in life— often with the 

specific purpose of reading Shakespeare or other English 

authors in the original, not because of any utilitarian

motivation that would make knowledge of English more wide-
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spread. However, with the appearance of multiple Russian

translations of almost all Shakespearean plays, the necessity 

of overcoming an additional barrier of a French or German 

translation was eliminated. Tolstoy first read Shakespeare's 

works in translation and became able to read Shakespeare in 
the original only years afterwards (Shakespeare and Russian 

culture 428) .

Even during the Russian Silver Age, with its pointed

interest in other languages and literatures, English did no 

have supremacy. Mandelstam, who was fluent in several

European languages, did not know English; shortly before 

his arrest and death in the labor camp he had asked his 
wife to teach him English so that he could read Shakespeare 

(Mandelstam, Nadezhda The Second Book 194) .

In the age of modernism, first-hand knowledge of English 

authors increased dramatically, although it was by no means 

widespread. Specifically, two poets in whose work the 

translations of Shakespeare played a major role, Valery

Bryusov and Boris Pasternak, were English scholars. Bryusov, 

who translated extensively from Latin, French and German as 

well as from other languages, started his first attempts at 

translating Shakespeare by reworking already existing Russian 

translations. Pasternak translated from German (including 
Goethe's Faust), French, and English directly, and from other
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languages using interlinear translations; his translations of 

Shakespearean plays are still used by Russian theaters today.

Nevertheless, Russian poetry's first-hand contact with 

the Shakespearean text must have come too late for provoking 

poetic competition. The threefold distance of time, space 

and language stimulated a more complex approach than that of 

determining Shakespeare's eligibility to serve as a literary 

model. While Shakespeare's experiments with different 

stylistic levels did inspire Russian poets in their task of 

shaping a new Russian poetical vocabulary, there are almost 

no instances in which a modernist poem may be said to be 

influenced by Shakespearean language as such. Rather, the 

images and themes of Shakespeare exercised a profound 

influence on Russian poetry and therefore have been chosen 

as the main focus of this work.

The mode of appropriation of foreign ideas changed by the 

modernist era: rather than seeking to adopt a particular

theory, Russian modernists attempted to synthesize their own 

theories— hence the abundance of "literary manifestos" during 

the period in question.

Comparing the epoch of Shakespeare, the German Sturm 

und Drang movement and the age of Russian modernism, the 

Russian modernist poet Kuzmin referred not to similar 
aesthetics but rather to the similarities in the cultural
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atmosphere in these periods of heightened intellectual and 

artistic fertility:

nBe onoxM b  JiMTepaiype ocodeHHO Tenepb 

6 j im 3K M  k  h s m . B o 6 o m x  npow3Be,neHMH ,qa»:e MeHtmero 

nOSTMtieCKOrO flOCTOHHCTBa OBeHHbl TaKMM CTpeMJieHMeM 

k  cBodofle, cnjie m  neiicTBMio, <i t o  KaacyTCH

HenoBTopMMMM yyaoM. 3 t o — snoxa cnaBHUx

npewnecTBeHHMKOB, coBpeMeHHMKOB m npoaojracaTejieft 

meKcnupa n HeMeuKan mxojia "6ypn m HaTMCxa" 

(KjiMHrep, JleHu, Mionjiep, JIe#3eBMu, Mojioaoft reTe m 

UlMJiJiep) .

. . . two literary epochs are particularly close to 

us now. In both of them even works of lesser 

artistic value are full of such a desire for 

freedom, power and action that they seem an

inimitable miracle. This is an epoch of the

predecessors, contemporaries and followers of
Shakespeare and the German Sturm und Drang School 

(von Klinger, Lenz, Mtiller, Leisewitz, young Goethe 
and Schiller) (Kuzmin, Conventions 22) .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



85

Every age reinvented Shakespeare according its needs 

and aesthetics imperatives. No other foreign writer's name 

was so closely linked to so many controversial issues in 

Russian literary and social thought for more than two 

centuries as Shakespeare's. In the late eighteenth century, 

Shakespeare's works served as one of the catalysts in the 

reevaluation of French Classicism. In the 1820s-1830s, 

Pushkin turned to Shakespeare's works for support of his 

own vision of revitalizing Russian theatre and poetry in 

general.
Realist writers of the second half of the nineteenth 

century, when not rejecting Shakespeare for his alleged 

lack of verisimilitude, tried to read into Shakespeare's 

work an element of social criticism, (though that element 

clearly is marginal in Shakespeare's works even when 

compared to works of some of his own contemporaries) . 

Turgenev and Tolstoy may be seen as embodiments of the two 

most common models of approaching Shakespeare: either

interpreting Shakespeare's themes as topical social 

criticism (Turgenev) or rejecting Shakespeare altogether as 

"unrealistic" and elitist (Tolstoy). When Tolstoy at the 

end of his life came to question the conventions of 

traditional art (going as far as rejecting almost all of 

his own works), he chose Shakespeare as a major target of
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his criticism, presumably because Shakespeare's works 
embodied for Tolstoy the "brain-spun, invented works" of 

the old, elitist art whose significance was primarily an 

aesthetic one (What is art? 113).

At the same time, Tolstoy's contemporary Druzhinin, a 

writer and later a translator, developed his own aesthetic 

theory of independent and free creation ("apTMCTJ-reecicaH 

TeopMH He33BncMMoro n CBoGoflHoro TBop^ecTBa"), which he 

juxtaposed to the didacticism and preoccupation with 

topical social issues prevailing in Russian literature at 

that time. Though initially having rather tepid feelings 

about Shakespeare and saying that his ability to understand 
poetry is at odds with Shakespeare's poetry (Shakespeare 

and Russian culture 424), Druzhinin saw it necessary to 

cultivate a taste for Shakespeare's works and attempted to 

instill the habit of reading Shakespeare in the young 

Tolstoy as well. (Tolstoy at that time was already 

skeptical about Shakespeare's works, but did not yet dare 

to publish his negative views.) Moreover, Druzhinin 

undertook the translation of several plays by Shakespeare, 
starting with King Lear. Shakespeare was given a major role 

in Druzhinin's theory of art; Shakespeare's works were 

evidently used as an argument on both sides of the major 

Russian debate on the role of art: the demand for a clearly
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defined social role of literature and the need for art to 

preserve its independence from topical issues.

In Gumilyov's manifesto of Acmeism as the new poetic 

movement of Russian twentieth-century modernism, Shakespeare 

stands for the "inner world of man," which had been now 

proclaimed the only true subject of art, and thus undeniably 

relevant for modern literature. In a 1916 article dedicated 

to the coming 300th anniversary of Shakespeare's death, 

Bryusov wrote that contemporary authors are better prepared 

to perceive the beauty of Shakespeare's lyric than the 

preceding generations, "which in their noble strive for 

simplicity forgot that there is beauty in complexity, too" 

(qtd. in Musatov 53).
In fact, Bryusov touched upon the key issue in the 

Russian aesthetics at the second half of the nineteenth 

century, that of art's ultimate aim and function and the 

society. As Lotman observes, Russian realistic literature of 

the late nineteenth century chose to forget Pushkin's notion 

of independent value of art:

. . .  Ha p y b e x e  XIX h  XX b.  p yccK o it K y jib T y p e  6bin naH  

rera -iPi, B ee TB opvecTB O  K O Toporo nuio B p a 3 p e 3  c  

"MfleftHHMM" HanpaBJieHMHMM npem necTByiom eft 3 n o x n  a 

M o rjio  nocjiyacHTb BejimcHM npeaocTepeaceH H eM . 3 to  6bui
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HexoB. TojibKO ^exoB, nofloCHO riymKMHy, ncuiHOCTbio 

yflep*ajicfl ot co6Jia3Ha o^H03Ha»iHbix nponoBejaen m ot 

CHJ'EKeHMH wcKyccTBa no pojiw cnyacaHKM nponaratmti. Ho 
3aTO n He Ofaino b pyccxow jmTepaType Gojiee ojWHOKoro 

reHMH... xynoacecTBeHHafl no3MUMH HexoBa ecjm m nojiyvmia 

npoflojraceHMe, to . . . oho npo3ByvaJio b no93nn.

At the turn of the twentieth century, Russian 

culture was given one genius whose entire work went 

against the "idea-centered" trends of the preceding 

epoch and could have served as a major warning. 
That genius was Chekhov. Only Chekhov, like

Pushkin, was able to escape from the temptation of 

straightforward sermons and to avoid bringing art 

down to the level of propaganda's handmaiden. There 

was no genius more lonely in Russian culture . . .

if Chekhov's approach to art was continued at all, 
then . . .  it was continued in poetry (On poets 

679-680).

This tradition indeed was continued in the works of 

Russian modernist poets, from Bryusov to Pasternak, who

believed that literature fulfils its higher calling only
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when freed from the necessity to serve topical political 
tasks.

Early twentieth-century authors used Shakespeare to 

challenge the belief that the main goal of literature was to 

represent social reality. In the Russian tradition, 

Shakespeare's work has long been associated with the artistic 

unification of contradictory and mutually exclusive 

psychological traits in the same character. The fusion of 

stereotypical traits was introduced from the mid-nineteenth 

century under the slogan of rejecting the very principle of 

stereotyping and made it possible to see in drama a reflection 

of contradictions present in real life. However, the method of 

contrasting these images before modernism was often rather 

mechanistic and superficial (in the twentieth century, this 

inept method was mockingly referred to as "kotzebyatina," 

because of the much-satirized plays by the minor German author 

Kotzebue who spent a number of years in St. Petersburg).

In Kagan-Kans' analysis of Turgenev's understanding of 

Hamlet (14-15), she refers to a line from Faust: "Zwei

Seelen wohnen, ach, in meinen Brust / Die eine will sich 

von der andern trennen" ("Two souls live in my chest, / and 

one wants to separate from the other"). Showing this 

problem to be more complex, Lotman in his article "On 

Gogol's realism" warns against using Goethe's line as a
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"romantic stereotype" (701). This dichotomy was sometimes 

interpreted too literally by Russian Romantics (e.g. 

Lermontov); however, in Pushkin's later works, such as 

Boris Godunov or Eugene Onegin/ there is already a tendency 

to go beyond a dichotomy of contradictory impulses towards 

a synthetic combination of traits. Had Pushkin's life not 

been cut short, he would have been likely to continue his 

search in this direction since he valued the complexity of 

Shakespeare's characters:

Jlwua, co3flaHHue nieKcnwpoM, He cyTfa, xaic y  Mojibepa, 

thith TaKofi-TO cTpacrw, Taicoro-To nopoxa; ho 

cymecTBa JKHBhie, HcnoJiHeHHbie MHornx cTpacTew, MHorwx 

nopoKOB; obcTOflTeJibCTBa pa3BHBaioT nepea 3pnTeneM mx 

pa3Hoo6pa3Hbie m MHorocTopoHHMe xapaKTepu.

Characters created by Shakespeare are not as in 
Moli^re, types of a certain passion, a certain 

vice, but live beings of many passions, many 

vices; the circumstances uncover before the 

spectator their manifold and diverse qualities 
(12; 159-160).
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Pushkin contrasted the characters of Moli6re, who may be 

defined by a single phrase, with the characters of

Shakespeare, who defy such easy classification. Shakespeare's 

complexity is in stark contrast to the rather mechanistic 

theories of his own time (e.g. the theory of four humors)
offered as an explanation of the multifaceted nature of human 

character.

While the study of the inner world of man has been 

present, to a varying degree, during preceding periods of

Russian literature, Russian modernist poetry was the first to 

turn specifically to Shakespeare in its search to express the 

conflicts of the human psyche. The literary hero of modernism 

often combined contradictory traits (culminating in Bryusov1s 

"H rocno^a, w jtibHBOJia / Xovy npocjiaBMTb si"— "I want to

glorify both God and devil"). The yearning for religion and 

the impossibility of experiencing a religious feeling, as 

Merezhkovsky wrote; a heightened feeling of individuality and 

a desire to merge with the historically significant masses, 

or with the universe (as Rilke will later say: "Zu dem

gebrauchten sowohl, wie zu dumpfen und stummen / Vorrat der 

vollen Natur, den uns&glichen Summe, / zShle dich jubelnd 

hinzu und vernichte die Zahl"); a cry of loneliness and 

impossibility of a understanding between human beings— such
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incompatible feelings determined the inner image of the new 

lyrical hero.
Authors of Russian modernism saw in Shakespeare, whose 

characters are unpredictable because their behavior cannot 

be reduced to a typological formula, a germ of their own 

search for expressing the unpredictability of the human

experience at a time fraught with foreboding of future

twentieth century catastrophes. It is therefore not 

surprising that Shakespeare was often seen as not simply 

historically relevant but as a "kindred spirit," to return 

to the quote from Dostoyevsky from the beginning of this 

chapter.
In 1896, planning to take a break from contemporary 

literature, over-saturated with ideology, Bryusov noted that 

he would keep of all books "only three— the Bible, Homer and 
Shakespeare" (Diaries 26). In 1849, Dostoyevsky already

requested Shakespeare's works to be brought to his cell in 

the Sts. Peter and Paul Fortress in St. Petersburg.

Similarly, Gumilyov in 1921 took a volume of Shakespeare with 

him to the Soviet prison "Kresty" in Leningrad (from where he 
would go to his execution on unconfirmed charges of planning 

an Anti-Soviet coup).
The absorption of Shakespeare into the Russian literary 

canon effectively changed the notion of the canon and the
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canonical. Shakespeare's acceptance into the canon was a 
gradual and ambivalent process, unlike the case of many other 

European writers. The metaphorical use of Shakespeare's images 

became conceivable only after Shakespeare's works had entered 

the Russian literary canon. Pushkin was the first Russian 

author to use the name of a Shakespearean character (Hamlet) 

metaphorically, signifying the changing status of Shakespeare 

within the Russian canon.

Starting with the middle of the nineteenth century, 

Shakespeare was recognized as belonging to the canon, yet his 

precise place in the literary canon was never fully defined. 

In fact, it soon became clear that the attribution of a 

specific place to Shakespeare's work in the Russian literary 

canon affected the very principles on which this canon was 

based. When in the eighteenth century Sumarokov listed 

Shakespeare among the other classical poets ("Milton and 

Shakespeare, the later, tho' unschooled"), that statement 

challenged the hitherto unquestionable authority of French 

Classicism and suggested new criteria for evaluating a 
literary work. Karamzin, who translated Julius Caesar and 

planned to translate Shakespeare's entire oeuvre into Russian, 

wrote in 1787 that it would be absurd to judge Shakespeare 

according to the prescriptions of contemporary theatre, 

because he followed only "nature": "The true cause of this was
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his [Shakespeare's] vivid imagination that would not submit 
itself to any rules" (Julius Caesar 5-6).

Imagination/ a concept that will be important for the 

aesthetics of Romanticism is introduced here through the 

example of Shakespeare's works. Thus even without being 

included into the canon Shakespeare influenced its creation. 
Shakespeare played the role of that stranger whose intrusion, 

in Lotman's words, "creates a typically Russian phenomenon 

that is difficult to translate into languages of other 
cultures" (Culture and Explosion 130) .

The 1840s saw a surge of interest in Shakespeare and even 
an intense though brief cult of Hamlet and its creator, the 

first signs of which could be seen already in Pushkin's 

Lensky. In the years immediately following Pushkin's death, 

many new translations of Shakespeare were published and new 

productions of Shakespearean plays emerged in Moscow and St. 

Petersburg. In 1842, a journalist from the St. Petersburgian 
newspaper Northern Bee admits that "with us, the obsession 

with Shakespeare grows into a mania, but from all possible 
manias this is the one most easily excused" (qtd. in 
Shakespeare and Russian Culture 317) .
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The atmosphere of the time is well expressed in a later 

(1854) poem by Apollon Grigoryev, who used a quotation from 

Polevoy

EMy mu  BepmiM; oahhm 

C hum acujiH yyBCTBOM, .qeTM Bexa 

H Oujio HaM 3a ^enoBeica,

3a neJiOBeKa CTpamno c  h u m !

(We believed him
We shared the same feeling, children of our age, 

And we were afraid,

Together with him afraid for the human soul!)

By the end of the nineteenth century, the evaluation 

of Shakespeare's work became a matter of ideology rather 

than simple individual taste, derived from the thesis that 

art should be a reflection of social reality. Nikolai 
Chernyshevsky made the protagonist of his novel What is To 

Be Done explain: "Why is Shakespeare the greatest? Because 

he has more of life's truth, less fiction than with other 
poets." When Shakespeare became the target of a critical 

attack, it was precisely because he was undeniably a part 

of the canon reevaluated in its totality; the most famous

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



96

of those attacks, coming from Tolstoy, comprised a part of 
Tolstoy's radical rejection of many literary works of the 

past, including his own.

By the modernist moment, Shakespeare had been part of 

the Russian literary canon long enough to come to be seen 

as a revered but distant figure. Russian modernist poets 

whose work is analyzed in the present thesis were able to 

demonstrate the relevance of Shakespeare's heritage for the 

twentieth century, not by disguising Shakespeare's 

characters in modern clothes or reading the latest 

political ideas into the Shakespearean text but by bringing 

Shakespeare's text closer to the reader. Thanks to their 

more profound and often intimate look at Shakespeare's 

works, Akhmatova, Tsvetaeva, Pasternak and other poets of 

Russian modernism gave to the reader a fresh look at the 

themes and images that were already at risk of becoming 

trite and meaningless. In the perception of the Russian 

modernists, Shakespeare's works were no longer oracular 

utterances but anguished reflections of a vulnerable 

mortal, and therefore all the more convincing for the 

twentieth-century reader. Through actualization of all 

functions of Shakespearean text, modernists succeeded in 

continuing its life as a generator of new meanings. Their
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accomplishment consisted not in opposing the canon but in 
reviving it and giving it a new vital charge.

Joseph Brodsky in his Nobel Prize speech very precisely 

defined this capacity of poetical language:

CymecTByeT, KaK m u  3HaeM, TpM MeToaa no3HaHn*: 

aHaJIWTMVeCKMii, K H T y M T H B H H  MeTOfl, KOTOpUM 

nojib 30Bajincb OwOjieftcKMe npopoKM,— nocpeacTBOM

OTKpoBeHMH. OTJinyne no33HM o t  npo^vix $OpM 

jmTepaTypu b  t o m ,  ^ t o  oHa nojib3yeTca cpa3y b c b m m  

TpeMH (T«roTes npenMymecTBeHHo ko BTopoMy h 

TpeTbeMy), m 6 o  Bee TpM aaHH b  H3UKe; m  nopofi c 

noMombio oBHoro cnoBa, o j ih o m  pn$Mu nxmymeMy 

CTMXOTBopeHne yjaaeTCH 0Ka3aTbcs t s m ,  r^ e  ao Hero 

HMKTO He OUBaJI.

There are, as we know, three types of cognition: 

analytical, intuitive, and the mode that was known 

to the Biblical prophets, revelation. What 
distinguishes poetry from other forms of literature 

is that it uses all three of them at once 

(gravitating primarily towards the second and the 

third) . For all three of them are given in the 

language; and there are times when, by means of a
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single word, a single rhyme, the writer of a poem 

manages to find himself where no one has ever been 
before him (The Form of Time 2: 461) .

The notion of cognitive capacities present in the 

language itself prompted Gershom Scholem to continue the 

ideas of his friend Walter Benjamin on the widening of the 

meaning of a text as the task of the literary criticism 

(Yampolsky online). Sholem raised the question of 

interpretation within the context of sacred texts. According 

to Rabbinical exegetical tradition, the revelation received 

by Moses on Mount Sinai encompassed an endless meaning and 

eternal truth. However, this fullness of meaning and its 

truthfulness were to a large extent lost when the revelation 

took the shape of a literary text— the Torah. Therefore, the 

tradition of commentary is aimed towards restoring the 

initial meaning which was imperfectly rendered in the 

written text. This means, that after two and half thousand 

years of interpretation of Torah humanity is closer to the 

true understanding of its meaning than in the very beginning 

of the interpretation process, immediately after revelation 

was fixed in written form. The presence of an intermediary 

agent is, of course, a prerequisite for revelation in many
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traditions. Commentary thus extends the meaning of the

primary text, making it canonical.

If this approach is applied to any traditional

literary text (thereby resolving the necessity of

determining the exact degree of its initial perfection),

the conclusion may be reached that canonization of text is 

achieved through its ongoing interpretation, which,

furthermore, allows for the generation of new meanings in

its turn elevating the status of the text, further

stimulating the continuation of interpretations.

This model can be used to explain of the approach of

Russian modernist poets, from Blok to Pasternak, to

Shakespeare; their distinctive interpretations of

Shakespeare's work strengthened the latter's position within 

the Russian literary canon and promoted further 

interpretation. The Russian modernist approach to tradition 

seems to correspond to Scholem's view that "only one who 

submits himself to the continuity of tradition of 

interpretive history gains the freedom and legitimacy to 
creatively interpret" (Handelman 207).

It should be noted that, within Scholem's paradigm of 

textual interpretation, any "misreading" of a canonical 

text in Harold Bloom's sense becomes impossible. In fact, 

it is possible to envisage a number of possible
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interpretations that corresponds to the number of 

interpreters (Scholem 172). To continue this train of 

thought, it may be said that any text for which an 

"incorrect" interpretation is possible presupposes the 

necessity for a single "correct" meaning, which would 

effectively mean reducing such a canonical text to the 

level of a traffic sign. As Yampolsky suggests in his 

article "The literary canon and the theory of a "strong" 

author" the anxiety caused by a canonical work is due not 

to the fear of influence but rather to the potentially 

endless widening of its semantic field, which, like all 

infinite objects, is capable of producing fear and anxiety 

(Online).

Russian modernist authors were clearly aware of the 

complexity of their appropriation of canonical texts. In an 

article relaying her conversations with Natalia Goncharova, 

a contemporary painter, Tsvetaeva discusses the problem of 

artistic influence:

If you read Shakespeare and love him, is it possible 
for you to forget him when writing your own Hamlet, 

for example? You will not be able to do this, it is 

in you, it became a part of you, like a landscape
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you once saw or a road you once took, like an event 

in your life.

E c j ih  Bu yMTaeTe ffieKcnupa h  EeKcnupa jmCtwse,  Heyxejm 

Bhi ero 3a6yceTe, cajwcb 3a CBoero raMneTa, 

HanpMMep? Bu 3Toro caejiaTb He c&ioxeTe, oh b  sac, oh 

CTan qacTbro Bac, KaK b v w, Ha KOTopuii Bu CMOTpejm, 

.nopora, no KOTopoft Bu nuin, KaK cjiynafi coCcTBeHHon: 

*M3HM (On art 170) .

Tsvetaeva clearly agrees with this point of view, adding from 

herself:

influence, influence on. Rubbish. Only 
pressure can be on, influence is always into, like 

one river merging with another. . . . And also,

the word of Goethe— strangely enough, also about 

Shakespeare: "everything that precedes me is
mine".

. BJTHHHHe, BJIMHHMe Ha. B 3 ,Q o p . 3 t o  tfaB J ieH M e  

H a ,  BJiHHHM e— b , K a K  p e K a  b  p e n y .  . . .  Vi e m e , 

c j i o b o  T e T e  -  C T p a H H o , n o  n o B O jo y  T o r o  x e  IIIe K c n M p a : 

" B e e ,  u t o  a o  M e H H ,— M o e "  (On art 170).
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In contrast to Bloom's "strong poets," Tsvetaeva, along 

with other Russian modernists, readily acknowledged her 

connection to the preceding literary figures, finding it 

impossible to draw a line between an aesthetic experience and 

a real-life event from the viewpoint of their relative 

importance for the creative act. Recognizing tradition, for 

Russian modernist poets, meant not becoming susceptible to 

outside influences but enriching both one's own artistic 

world and the understanding of traditional work. As Morson 

and Emerson aptly observe in their discussion of Bakhtin's 

dialogism, "The result of this dialogues is to enrich both 

the text and this interpreter. . . . The text contains the
potential for the new meanings, but the specific meanings 

revealed also require the special contribution of the 

interpreter and his or her unrepeatable experience" (289).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



103

CHAPTER 2

FROM THE TRAGIC TO THE LYRIC: SHAKESPEARE, PUSHKIN AND
RUSSIAN MODERNISTS

H e jlO C T a T O y H O  K M e T b  T O J lb K O  M e C T H H e  

M y B C T B a , e c T b  m u c j im  m  u y B C T B a  B c e o G m n e ,  

BceMMpHbie.

It is insufficient to have only local 

feelings; there are thoughts and 
feelings which are universal, global.

A. Pushkin

H eT n o o T a  c  T aK o tf BceMJ-ipHoit 

OT3bIB*JHBOCTbIO, KaK HaiQ Ilyin KMH, M He B 

OJlHOil TOJlbKO OT3bmMMBOCTM TyT jiejio, a B 

n3yMJi«omefi rjiydHHe ee, b nepeBonjiomeHMM 

CBoero Jiyxa b jiyx nyaa-ix HapoaoB, 

nepeBoruiomeHMM no^TH coBepmeHHOM, a 

noTOMy m vyjiecHOM, noTOMy ^to Hni\ae, hm
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b KaKOM noaTe uejioro MHpa Taicoro 
HBJieHMH He nOBTOpmiOCb .

. . . there is no other poet with such 

global responsiveness as our Pushkin; 

and the matter here is not only in the 

responsiveness itself, but in its 

amazing profoundness, in [Pushkin's] 

capacity to transform his spirit into a 

spirit of other peoples, a 

transformation which is almost perfect

and therefore miraculous, because this 

phenomenon has not repeated itself

anywhere else, with any other poet.

Dostoyevsky, "The Pushkin Speech"

RETHINKING PUSHKIN

In Russian modernism, Shakespeare's work was closely

linked to the heritage of Pushkin. In contrast to the

authors of ancient Greece and Rome or the French

Classicists, Shakespeare was the literary figure whose

presence in Russian literature was first assured by
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Pushkin's interest in his heritage, just as in Germany this 

presence is largely due to Goethe's vision.

As the understanding of Pushkin's heritage evolved, 

his own literary interests and preferences were also 

reevaluated. By tracing the evolution of modernist views on 

Pushkin, the changing views on Shakespeare may be better 

approached. Just as Bryusov attempted a daring literary 

experiment— completing Pushkin's unfinished (by choice or 
by chance) Egyptian Nights written under the influence of 

Shakespeare— Russian modernists attempted to develop 

further the contact between Shakespeare and Russian lyric 

initiated by Pushkin. It is known that Pushkin tried

different approaches to Shakespearean themes and

characters. One of these approaches was formal

experimentation. In some works, such as Pushkin's narrative 

poem Angelo based on Shakespeare's Measure for Measure, a 

theme already explored and realized by Shakespeare was 

transferred by Pushkin into a different poetical form— the 

lyrical genre. By contrast, Pushkin's Little Tragedies do 

not involve specific characters from Shakespeare's plays 

but rather offer interpretations which Pushkin may have 

believed to be Shakespearean: these are not Shakespeare's 

characters but characters acting as they could have done in 
Shakespeare's plays. However, Little Tragedies, with their
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small self-contained form and focus on one conflict, do 

witness Pushkin's leaning toward the lyrical genre. 

Egyptian Nights represent yet another way of Pushkin's work 

with the Shakespearean text: Pushkin took a theme from

Shakespeare and attempted to develop it through his own 

lyrical prism. Pushkin no longer takes into consideration 

Shakespeare's interpretation; characters are developed 

independently of what might have happened to them in 

Shakespeare's play. In a related prose fragment, "Guests 

were assembling at the datcha . . . "  ( " F o c t m  cbe3*:ajiiicb Ha 

navy . . . "), Pushkin once again returns to theme of

Cleopatra, briefly hinting at the possibility of recreating 

the mythological situation in modern society. Modernist 

poets, following in Pushkin's footsteps, will further 

explore this trend, bringing together a character from 

Shakespeare and their lyrical heroes.

As observed earlier, the modernist perception of 

Pushkin did not remain unchanged. When the modernist 

movement was just emerging, Pushkin was seen as a perfect 

example of the literary past, as a figure whose 

accomplishments exhaust the historical task of nineteenth- 

century literature. In 1893, the youthful Bryusov wrote in 

his diary:
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Hto earn* 6bi n B3nyMaji Ha roMepoBCKOM H3bnce 

nMcaTb TpaKTaT no cneKTpajibHOMy aHaJiM3y? y 

bi&Hfi He XBaTHJio 6bi cjiob h BbipaxeHMii. To ace 

caiaoe, ecjiM h B3£yMaro Ha H3bnce nymKMHa 

Bbipa3HTb omymeHHe "fin de s i e c l e . "

What if I wanted to use Homeric language for 

writing an article on spectral analysis? I 

would not have enough idioms and 

expressions. The same would happen if I 

decided to use Pushkin's language to express 
the fin de siecle feeling.

(qtd. in Ashukin 52)

Severyanin, an equivocal figure in the history of 

Russian modernism (his reputation balanced on a thin line 

between that of a poet and that of a poetaster), haughtily 

exclaimed: "For us, Pushkin became a Derzhavin" ("flJin Hac 
HepiRa b MHbiM cTaji nymKMH") comparing the contemporary 

perception of Pushkin to Pushkin's own perception of his 

most famous predecessor whose name came to embody poetry of 

the eighteenth century. It is noteworthy that Severyanin's 

outburst is based on the understanding that for Pushkin, 

Derzhavin was an irrevocably closed chapter of Russian
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poetry. Such a view had to be widely shared, or 

Severyanin's bravado would not have had an effect. The 

Russian reading public's view would clearly conflict with 

Bethea's thesis that Pushkin throughout his mature life 

struggled with Derzhavin's influence (137-199). While 

recognizing that Pushkin had "no linguistic anxiety towards 

his precursors"— not least because there was no Russian 

Shakespeare or Milton in Pushkin's path (148), Bethea seems 

to believe that Pushkin's anxiety was produced by the 

attempt to match Derzhavin's lifetime achievement as a 

statesman and poet "laureate."

Derzhavin's influence does not, in fact, appear to be 

the major undercurrent of Pushkin's work. Rather, 

Derzavin's heritage was treated by Pushkin as part of prior 

literary history and therefore potentially a part of 

Pushkin's own creative experience. Such a view is in line 

with Pushkin' life-long insistence on viewing literature as 

a profession. (It is worth remembering that the sentimental 

legend about Derzhavin passing on the torch of poetry to 

the youthful Pushkin during the latter's graduation 

exercises was not being proliferated by Pushkin himself). 

Moreover, this is a surprisingly modern view on Derzhavin, 

which could be shared by a twentieth-century reader, for
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whom Derzhavin is simply not enough of a looming authority 

figure to merit any type of psychological complex.

Severyanin himself, whether realizing the extent of 

his exaggeration or simply afraid of having broken a taboo, 

soon backs away from his position and explains: "Yes,

Pushkin is too old for our age, / but Pushkin is great in 

his Pushkinness" ("fla, nymKMH crap asin coBpeMeHbn, / ho 

riymKHH ITymKMHCKM BeJimc") . It seems, however, that 

Severyanin, with his typical lack of restraint, 

inadvertently expresses a thought that was not too far from 

the mind of other poets, such as Bely, with a more profound 

view on Pushkin. In the early 1900s, Pushkin was often seen 

as a venerated figure of the past. The perception of the 

distance between his poetical heritage and modern poetry 

was that of a painfully irrevocable historical change.

Such an interpretation of Pushkin is linked to the 

Symbolist aesthetics and thereby to Nietzsche's philosophy 

of tragedy, which had an important place in Russian 

Symbolist thought. Nietzsche spoke of an "Apollonian" 

vision of the world fails to account for the inner 

mysterious nature of the world (1: 40) . When this aesthetic 

myth of Pushkin is articulated according to Nietzsche's 

Apollonian/Dyonisian dichotomy, the universality of 

Pushkin's genius is suddenly limited to the visible world.
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Pushkin was thus seen as a poet who depicts nature 

perfectly, but chooses to avoid facing the irrational or 

otherworldly. As Andrei Bely wrote in 1905: "Pushkin's

wholeness lacks depth" ("IlyniKnHCKoii ueJibHocTw He XBaTaeT 

rjiyCMHu") (Green Meadow 232) .

Paradoxically, bringing the discussion on Pushkin within 

the context of the Nietzschean notion of tragedy eventually 

results in reevaluation of earlier views of Pushkin as a 

conflict-free author. As Vyacheslav Ivanov already recognized 

it in his article "The Gypsies": "At times, this clarity of 

Pushkin's makes one feel somehow uneasy" ("W nojctuac k s k - t o  

jiy T K O  C T a H O B H T C H  o t  n ym K M H C K o ii h c h o c t h " )  (Gypsies 231) .

The modernist period creates an understanding of 

Pushkin as a poet who succeeds in concealing more than he 

reveals of his personality and his creative potential. The 

logical development of the "Apollonian" poet thesis leads 

to an unresolved difficulty. According to Nietzsche, a true 

poet must combine the Apollonian and the Dionysian 

tendencies in his creative art. Thus it became clear that 

interpretation of Pushkin as a strictly "Apollonian" poet 

leads to a contradiction in terms.

Merezhkovsky attempts to solve this contradiction by 

highlighting the dualistic nature of Pushkin's work:
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Heo6xoflMMbiM ycjioBMeM BCHKoro TBopnecTBa, 

KOTopoMy cyameHO MMeTb BceMMpHo-ncTopnvecKoe 
3Ha»jeHMe, HBJiHeTCH npncyrca?Bne m, b  

pasjiM ^H iix  c T en eH flx  rapMOHMM, B3aMMOjjeftcTBMe 

^B yx Ha«iaji— HOBoro MKCTMUM3Ma, x a x  OTpe^eHMH 

o t  c B o e ro  H b  B o re , m H3t>raecTBa, x a x  

oCo*ecTBJieHM« C B oero  H b  re p o n 3M e .

The essential condition of all creativity 

destined to have universal-historical 

significance is the presence and 

interaction, in varying degrees of harmony, 

of two poles: the new mysticism, the denial 

of one's ego in God, and paganism, the 

apotheosis of one's ego in heroic acts

(Pushkin 72).

Such an approach sees Pushkin as a precursor of 

modernist poetry— a view embraced by many Symbolist critics, 

such as Merezhkovsky. As Clowe explains, on the pinnacle of 

Merezhkovsky's literary pyramid stands the national genius, 

Pushkin, whom the Narodniki and particularly the Nihilists 

of the 1860s had dethroned: "Pushkin clearly possesses the

ability of the "higher man" to harmonize and synthesize in
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his works warring valuations of the pagan and the Christian,

the Flesh and the Spirit, the earthly and the eternal. He is

a prefiguration of the coming Russian Renaissance" (133).
Some later critics, such as Bryusov and Sologub,

recognize that Pushkin must have known spiritual torments 

similar to those of Lermontov and Tyutchev, but decide that 

Pushkin conscientiously attempted to subdue such moods—  

whether in order to preserve his predominantly harmonious 

view of the world (Bryusov*s approach; see Bryusov 6:98-99) 

or to engage in an ironic play with the reader (Sologub1 s 

approach; see Veresaev 445, Musatov 35). Modernist critics, 

from Khodasevich to Alexander Benois, stress that the 

enigma of Pushkin remains unsolved (Musatov 33), as if 

recalling Dostoyevsky's words that Pushkin "died at the

high point of his creativity and no doubt took to his grave 

some great mystery" (Dostoyevsky 26: 49) .

Russian Symbolists attempt to solve this mystery using 

their twentieth-century spiritual experience and vision of 

the world. This leads to the desire to perceive Pushkin as 

a deeply dramatic figure, full of inner conflicts and 

contradictions, rather than an epic, harmonious one. 

Harmony no longer seems compatible with an analytical view 

of the world; in order to be able to recognize Pushkin's 

relevance in the early twentieth century, modern authors
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sought in Pushkin's works traces of the same spiritual 

torments which they were experiencing themselves. 

Therefore, the modernist views on Pushkin oscillated 

between "Nothing" and "Everything." Yury Eichenwald, noting 

that Pushkin "loses his own expression" ("TepaeT 

coGcTBeHHoe jihuo") in his search for universality, adds 

paradoxically: "But God does not have an expression,
either" ("Ho Bor Toate He MMeeT JiMua") (Pushkin 2). Such a 

view is not exceptional for the Russian modernist critics, 

who now tended to see Pushkin as inexplicably combining in 

his work "normalcy," "accessibility," "wholesomeness," with 

some irrational remainder. (This view is surprisingly close 

to Carlyle's judgement about Goethe: "This sunny-looking

courtly Goethe held veiled in him a Prophetic sorrow deep 

as Dante's").

As the modernist views on Pushkin were not always 

consistent, there is no final claim to have solved 

Pushkin's enigma. In 1926, Mikhail Gershenson noted that 

"there are places in Pushkin where no one has yet dared to 

tread" ("EcTb MecTa b nymKMHe, xyna He CTynaJia emS Hora 

tjejioBeyecKa*") (Gershenson 17). Yet even Khodasevich, who 

tends to prefer the more openly philosophical lyric of 

Lermontov and Tyutchev, eventually comes to the conclusion 
that Pushkin is the forerunner of all Symbolist poetry.
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This interest in Pushkin, typical for modernist 

authors, encompasses different aspects of Pushkin's 

heritage, not limited to borrowing themes and expressions. 

So, Gifford points out that Pasternak's "orderliness, 

clarity, and precision [in translating Shakespeare] derive 

conceivably from their [Schlegel-Tieck's] example, but more 

certainly from that of Pushkin, which anyone writing blank- 

verse drama in the Russian language cannot avoid" 

(Pasternak 158). Obviously, Pasternak simply could not be 

unaware of Pushkin's blank-verse drama, the first 

successful use of this form in Russia. Yet the connection 
of Pasternak's translations to Pushkin's dramas (Boris 

Godunov and Little Tragedies) appears to be even deeper. 

Academician Zhirmunsky acknowledges that the world of 

Pasternak's poetry was unfamiliar and strange to him in 

spite of the fact that he was "brought up on sophisticated 

literature" ("a b nooTvmecKofi cwcTeMe nacTepHaxa uacTo 

nyTa»cfa, HecMOTpa Ha t o , h t o  BocnwTaH Ha b c h k m x  M3bicKax 

jiMTepaTypfai . . .  He Mory BocnpwHHTb ero jxo KOHua") (4) . 

This could reflect Zhirmunsky's sense that Pasternak's 

poetry did not display traces of straightforward influences 

and revealed itself not in imitating Pushkin's form but in 

taking over Pushkin's self-appointed task: the attempt to 

expand the limits of poetical language. Pasternak the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



115

translator turned to Pushkin's dramas not because they were 

composed in the blank verse, but rather because they were 

written after Pushkin had read Shakespeare and was 

consciously . adopting the method of "our Father 

Shakespeare."

The changes in Shakespeare's reception is comparable 

to the evolution in modernist approaches to Pushkin's 

heritage, both because of the historical connections 

outlined earlier and because Pushkin was considered the 

ultimate canonical author within Russian literature. While 
Russian modernists never disputed the historical 

significance of Shakespeare, their views on his specific 

role in contemporary literature also evolved over time. 

Bryusov's characterization of Shakespeare, typical for the 

first generation of Symbolists, is "Orpheus of all ages." 

In an early poem by Bryusov, Shakespeare is dismissed as a 

writer of old-age harmony to whom the modern tormented soul 

is no longer able to respond adequately:

C Tex nop xax h aojiro b HeMou ojKnnaHMM,

B THXOM BeceJIMM,

Ka^aJiCH H a s  nponacTb» C M ep T H , —

MHe CTa.ro* M yHM TejibHH noB ecTB O B aH M *

0 HeBKHHoft 0$ero*n,
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0 yecTHOM JIaspTe,

H MHOrO TaKMX xe 30JIOTOBOJIOCbIX MCTOpUM

0 jdoObm m o ro p e .

Since I've been silently waiting

In quiet joy,

Swinging over the abyss of death

1 can hardly bear

The tales of innocent Ophelia,

Of the honest Laertes,

And all those golden-haired stories

Of love and of grief.

The very names of the stories ("of the honest 

Laertes") evoke medieval ballads, and the "golden-haired 

stories" bring to mind the golden age. Shakespeare is seen 

as the author of a better age, now irrevocably lost.

A similar reference, free from the weight of 

analytical interpretation, is contained in Kuzmin's long 
poem, The trout breaks the ice (Qopejib pa36nBaer Jiejz), 

where Shakespeare is mentioned in a scene describing an 

encounter of two lovers— a context similar to that which in 

youthful Pushkin would have been the mention of Parny, an 

eighteenth-century French author of elegant amorous verse:
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Bbi TOJlbKO tjTO ynuiM, ffieKcnup 

OTKphiT, jmMMTCfl nannpoca . . .

CoHeTbi! ! n KaK HecjioaeeH MMp 

lion MapTOBCKMM HaneB Bonpoca!

You have just left, the Shakespeare 

Is [wide] open, the cigarette smoking . . . 
The Sonnets!! How uncomplicated the world is 

In March, under the tune of a question.

Here, again Shakespeare embodies the untroubled vision 

of an "uncomplicated world" that is accessible to the 

modern author only as a nostalgic reflection. This 

nostalgic view of Shakespeare was not universal, however, 

and it was eventually replaced by a more complex approach. 

Just as Pushkin is believed to have hidden more than he has 

said, Shakespeare also seems to have kept some inner 

mystery. Acknowledgement of the existence of this mystery 

may be found, for example, in Gumilyov's "Theatre," where 

Shakespearean stories are not at all "golden-haired"; their 

somber character brings them close to the stories of the 
Old Testament. Characteristically, Gumilyov mentions Hamlet 

and Cain in the same breath: "Xajib, earn* KaMH ptwaeT, /
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rawjieT H3BejiaeT cvacrbe!" ("It would be too bad if Cain 

should weep / And Hamlet know happiness!").

The poem opens with a direct allusion to Shakespeare's 

all world is a stage: "Bee m m — CMemHHe aKTfipH / b TeaTpe

Tocnofla Bora" ("All of us are ridiculous actors / In the. 

The theatre of God"). Shakespearean allusion leads not to 

an impassive philosophical reflection, as might have been 

expected within the previous literary tradition, but to an 

embittered protest against the cruel and unjust world and 

its creator: "Bojih, iuiyxoMy THTaHy, / BBepmi o h xoa

npencTaBjieHMfl" ("To pain, a deaf Titan, / has he [God] 

entrusted the staging"). Shakespeare's thought is perceived 

not as contradictory to modern experience, but as 

supporting the world vision of a twentieth-century poet. 

The desire to see Shakespeare as the idolized author of 

glorious past, who, to use a line from Balmont, "built a 

high nest which was an eagle's" ("Oh B3Hec rHe3^o, KOTopoe 

opjiMHo") yields to the attempt to find in Shakespeare's 

works and even in his personality some signs of conflicts 

similar to those experienced by a twentieth-century author.

In this respect, Pasternak's poem "Shakespeare" (1919) 

is of particular interest. In it, Pasternak describes a 

priori imaginary scene from the life of Shakespeare: the 
Bard enters a tavern and has a dialogue with the sonnet
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written the previous night. The sonnet reproaches its 

author for choosing such a lowly place and suggests at 

least transferring the discussion to the billiard parlor—  

"HeM BaM He ycnex nonyjiapHocTb b OmibHpflHoft?" ("How is that 

popularity in a billiard parlor is not a success for 

you?").

Unfortunately, A. Kay France's otherwise well-informed 

book on Pasternak's translations overlooks this important 

change in Russian approach to Shakespeare. France believes 

that Pasternak's poem describes Shakespeare as a "rather 

Falstaffian figure" and that the argument of the sonnet 

"tends to draw its author to a higher level of existence" 

(143-145). The comparison with Falstaff is based on the use 

of the word "oCpioarimrii" meaning "flaccid, grown fat and 

flabby," as well as on the fact that the conversation is 

taking place in a tavern. When the syntax of the sentence 

is carefully examined, it becomes clear that the word 

"o6p!03rnn<tw" refers not to Shakespeare, but to the snow, 

which is "starting to come down heavily" ("Oh, oCpio3rmM$i

nom&Ji BaJiMTb") . Perhaps France suggests that a 

description applied to snow might be projected onto the 

image of Shakespeare. While Pasternak often uses "human" 

adjectives when referring to non-animated objects 

("surprised plants," etc.), this device does not
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necessarily mean a simple reversal of qualities between 

human and non-human elements or a masked description of the 

lyrical "I." More specifically, the image of snow in- 

Pasternak is generally to implicate an objective reality 
existing outside of the human psyche. "Snow is falling" 

("CHer h qSt ") where the snow falling "thickly, thickly" is 

openly compared to the passing of time. The heavy wet snow 

falling "like an abdominal band" (as protection from cold 

or while fencing) that slips down ("xax cnoji3mnfi 

HaOproniHMK") may possibly be seen as the image of a gloomy 

oppressive epoch. Furthermore, Shakespeare in Pasternak's 

poem "loses the desire to be witty" ("y IIIeKcnupa ocTpwrb 

nponaaaeT oxoTa") . The poet does not seem to fit into the 

banal misery of his environment. Pasternak also provides a 

precise description of his character's tavern bill: half a 

pint of beer— hardly a Falstaffian indulgence.

There is an irony, apparently unnoticed by France, in 

suggesting a billiard room to replace the tavern as a

worthy place for giving its due to a sonnet which "takes

after a lightning" ("Becb b mojihmio h ") . Pasternak seems to 

ridicule the well-meant attempts of the philistine public

to "elevate" a poet out of his environment onto a more

appropriate level. Society gives to the poet only an 

illusory choice between a tavern and a billiard room; the
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only escape is therefore to avoid seeking popular acclaim. 

Pasternak depicts Shakespeare as an artist-craftsman who is 

aware of his life task, not as a Platonic poet serving as 

the passive receptor of heavenly inspiration. Such an image 

of Shakespeare is in harmony with Pasternak's idea of 

Pushkin as the ultimate Russian poet; as well, it relates 

to his own view of his life's task as an author and 

translator. It is worth noting that when sending a 

handwritten copy of this poem to Bryusov, Pasternak added to 

it an epigraph taken from Pushkin's "To a poet" ("IIosTy") : 

"Tbi uapa— 3KHBH o w h . "  ("You are the tsar— live in solitude.") 

This is an image of Pushkin and Shakespeare as embodying the 

figure of the Poet, but also an evaluation of a real 

historical person known as Shakespeare.

In his essay on translations from Shakespeare, 

Pasternak defines Shakespeare's Hamlet as a "play of high 

destiny, the drama of a vocation" and says the lines of the 

"To be or not to be" soliloquy are lifted by their power of 

emotion "to the heights of bitter suffering worthy of 

Gethsemane." This understanding of Shakespeare is evident 

in Pasternak's poem "Hamlet," where the image of a 

contemporary artist playing Hamlet is projected onto the 

image of Christ in Gethsemane, a symbol of the ultimate 
sacrifice for Pasternak.
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Ha MeHH HacTaBJieH cyMpaK h o ^h 

TblCHHfaKD BMHOKJieil Ha OCM.

ECJIM TOJlbKO MOJKHO, Abbs OTHe, 

âiiiy 3Ty m m m o npoHecM.

Ho npojiyMaH pacnopaqoK jteitcTBMM 

H HeoTBpaTMM KOHey nyTH.

H— oflMH. Bee TOHeT b ^apticeftcTBe.

5Rw3Hb npoaaiTb— He nojie nepeftTM.

(The nocturnal darkness with a thousand 

Binoculars is focused onto me.

Take away this cup, 0 Abba, Father, 

Everything is possible to Thee.

But the plan of action is determined,

And the end irrevocably sealed.

I am alone: all around me drowns in falsehood:
Life is not a walk across a field.)

(Translated by Lydia Pasternak-Slater)

It needs to be kept in mind that for Pasternak, a 
profoundly religious person, the prayer in the garden of 

Gethsemane was a real historical event. Within Pasternak's
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artistic world, the tragedy of Hamlet is being elevated to 

the same level of reality, because it reflects the very 

tangible suffering of the poet himself. For Pasternak, - 

self-negation and the recognition of a higher goal to be 

served was the essence of an artist's destiny. The link to 
Hamlet is not accidental for the Russian poet: "The will of 

chance selects Hamlet to be the judge of his times and to 

be the servant of time more remote," writes Pasternak in
H

his critical essay on Shakespeare (". . . Bojiera cnyvas 

raMJieT M36npaeTC« b cyiibM CBoero BpeMeHM n b  anyrH Gojiee 

OTflaxteHHoro") (4: 416). This is echoed in a late poem by

Pasternak, "Night," addressed to a poet: "Tbi BevHocTM

3aJio;KHMK— y BpeMeHM b  nneHy!" ("Immortal hostage you— a 

prisoner of time!").

Another telling example of viewing Shakespeare as a 

lyrical poet may be found in a poem by Tsvetaeva, where she 

sees in her lover Sofia Parnok "all heroines of 

Shakespearean tragedies" ("Bcex repoKHb meKcnnpoBCKMx 

Tpare,m4$t / H Bvtxy b Bac") . Tsvetaeva's use of the formal 

second personal pronoun— "vy"— in a poem addressed to her 

lover is contrary to the common Russian practice. She was 

also known to address her husband with the formal pronoun, 

while when writing in German to Rilke, whom she never met 

in person, she used the informal "Du." Perhaps Tsvetaeva's
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idiosyncratic perception of "ty" is more abstract and 

elevated, like "thou" in Modern English, reserved mainly 

for liturgical use. This, however, is a subject that merits- 

further investigation. What made it possible for Tsvetaeva 

to refer to Shakespearean images in a most intimate lyrical 

poem addressed to a real human being? Obviously, the 

actual biography of Parnok could hardly have contained 

parallels to all the plots of Shakespearean tragedies. 

Tsvetaeva is clearly not interested in the socio-historical 

details and in plot twists, with the exception of the 

anticipated future parallel she points out: "Bac, roHaa

TparwuecKaa Jisan, /  Hhkto He cnac" ("No one saved you, / oh 

my young tragic lady"). Tsvetaeva prophesies a tragic fate 

for her lover, as there is indeed no salvation and no 

escape for the female protagonists in Shakespeare's 

tragedies. At that time, nothing in Parnok's external 

circumstances suggested a tragic end. Tsvetaeva is not able 

to decide the degree to which Parnok will be active in 

constructing her destiny, whether she will perish as a 

victim or a victor and whether her future sacrifice will be 

consciously chosen by her (as is the case with Pasternak's 

lyrical hero, for example) . This ambiguity in her relation 

to Parnok can be traced in other poems of Tsvetaeva as 

well. Tsvetaeva does not elevate Parnok to the pedestal fit
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for a heroine of Ancient Greek tragedy, but creates a more 

earthly image allowing for incongruities and contradictions 

as well as for a greater freedom of individual choice. Such 

a view of Shakespeare follows Goethe's— whose works were 

one of Tsvetaeva's literary obsessions since childhood— who 
sees Shakespeare's plays as a tragedy of a personal will, 

das Wollen. Here, Tsvetaeva's subjective perception of 

Shakespearean heroines not only comes to the foreground but 

enters into a complex relationship with the construction of 

her world-view. This claim on a degree of intimacy with the 

creations of Shakespeare, unthinkable in any of the 

previous epochs, signifies a profound integration of 

Shakespearean themes and images into the fabric of the 

Russian poetical text.

In conclusion, this evolution of views of Shakespeare 

reflects changes in the Russian literary canon and the 

evolving demands made on- the "ideal" writer. During every 

epoch in Russian literature, authors and critics tried to 

find in Shakespeare those qualities which they considered 

to be essential. To a varying degree, each generation 

aspired to create a Shakespeare in its own image. So, for 

instance, in the socially oriented Russian literary 

criticism of the 1860s, Shakespeare was extolled for the 

very same qualities expected from a contemporary writer
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(social consciousness, democratic spirit, psychology 

understood primarily as knowledge of social behavior, etc). 

The actual presence of these qualities in Shakespeare was ~ 

not immediately convincing to many, including Tolstoy; yet 

the existence of these qualities was needed in order to 

justify Shakespeare's place in the literary canon.

"OUR FATHER SHAKESPEARE"

The shift from tragic to lyric, in addition to the 

aesthetic imperatives of each age, the representation of 

character transition from "type" to persona follows a 

parallel course. In the depiction of individual character 
according to Shakespearean model, Pushkin's Boris Godunov 

is a major example. In the early nineteenth century 

Shakespeare's works were critically processed by Pushkin, 

arguably the first major figure in Russian literature to 

recognize Shakespeare not simply as an important author of 

the past, but as an author whose works remain relevant for 

generations to come. Pushkin acknowledged his attempt to 
imbue his own historical plays (e.g. Boris Godunov) with 

the "spirit of Shakespeare." It has been commonly accepted 

that one of the sources of inspiration for Pushkin's

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



127

dramas, next to the Old Russian annals and Karamzin's
History of the Russian State, were the plays of

Shakespeare. (Evdokimova points to Pushkin's interest in~ 

doing a study of Peter the Great "according to

Shakespearean model" [235]). This resulted in a historical 

view of reality characteristic of Pushkin's mature

philosophy, traces of which can be discerned already in 

Eugene Onegin. Important here is not simply the fact that 

Lensky models himself after Hamlet and at times constructs 

his environment according to the images and plots of 

Shakespearean dramas (as, for instance, in the scene of 

Lensky visiting old Larin's tomb); also significant is a 

new concept of a literary character.

The notion of a literary character as a dynamic union 

of contradictory qualities subjectively united into one 

structural element is not common to all types of literary 

generalization. In the Western European tradition, this 

view is usually connected with the names of Shakespeare and 

Cervantes, and in the Russian tradition it has its 
inception with Pushkin's Eugene Onegin. By destroying the 

continuity of his character's story as well as the unity of 

his personality, Pushkin brings into a literary text his 

immediate reflections of real human personalities. This
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multifaceted nature of a literary character is one of the 

qualities that Pushkin values most in Shakespeare:

y  M ojibepa CKynoii cicyn— w TOJibico; y  ffleKcnupa  

UlafiJioK CKyn, CMeTJiMB, M CTHTejieH , va  jjojhoOmb  , 

ocTpoyM eH .

In Moli^re, the Miser is miserly— and that's all; 

in Shakespeare Shylock is miserly, acute, 

vindictive, philoprogenitive, witty, and so on. 

(12: 159-60).

Emerson justly observes that, in Boris Godunov, 

Pushkin succeeds in creating multi-faceted yet integral 

characters:

. . . Pushkin does not play with identity; his

identity crises are for real. . . . The utterance

becomes complex, unpredictable, internally at 
odds with itself (112).

Pushkin thought of his Boris Godunov as a historical 

tragedy of the same genre as the Shakespearean Chronicles, 

which would break with the commonly accepted notion of
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Classicist tragedy. This connection was recognized, though 

with disapproval, by Tolstoy, who thought that Pushkin 

wrote his Boris Godunov "under the influence of false 

criticism extolling Shakespeare" (What is Art? 113). As a 

historical drama, Boris Godunov was juxtaposed to Romantic 

tragedy in which characters are the author's spokespersons 

and the past is seen as a clear allusion to modern events. 

Pushkin's open-ended approach towards his historical play 

as to an experiment rather than an illustration for an 

already known answer prompts Evdokimova to suggest that 

Boris and Pretender exemplify two different attitudes 

towards history— predestination and chance, respectively 
(56) . As a political tragedy, Boris Godunov deals with 

contemporary issues: that of the role of the masses in

history and the nature of tyranny— an issue that was bound 

to remain topical in Russian literature through the age of 

modernism.

As a result of this contact, Pushkin's works acquired 

new characteristics, many of which may be traced beyond him 

to works of later authors in the nineteenth century: new 

understanding of literary character as a dynamic interplay 

of contradictory qualities; introduction of new dramatic 

laws, opposed to both the Romantic and the classicist 
traditions; tendency towards approaching popular language;
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new principles of organizing textual structure. This was no 

mere emulation, as practiced by certain eighteenth century 

writers, but the result of a conscious selection and 

processing that enabled Pushkin to enrich his arsenal of 

poetical tools. Valery Bryusov even suggested that the 

influence of Shakespeare on Boris Godunov was too great for 

the play to be considered original within Pushkin's 

individual oeuvre, though it was original from the 

perspective of Russian literature. The Polish writer 

Mickiewicz once greeted Pushkin with a changed quote from 
the Aeneid: "Tu Scheakespearus est, si fata sinant" ("You 

will be a Shakespeare if the fate allows"). Bryusov found 

this compliment equivocal: "Pushkin has to be Pushkin, and 
not Shakespeare," and noted that Little Tragedies display a 

greater originality and artistic independence than Boris 

Godunov (7: 101).

This view of Pushkin as a competitor of Shakespeare in 

our time was taken even further by David Bethea, who argues 

that Pushkin, "realizing that, to the French, he too will 

always be a "northern barbarian," saw a kind of 

Shakespearean challenge in them [Guizot's condescending 

remarks on Shakespeare]" (87). Bethea straightforwardly 

claims that" . . . what Pushkin wanted to become was not a 
Slavic Voltaire or Racine but precisely the Shakespeare of
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Russian culture" (41). On the personal level, it is 

unlikely that a poet from cosmopolitan Petersburg whose 

upper class was bilingual in Russian and French (even on- 

his deathbed, Pushkin uttered a sentence in French before 

his two very last words in Russian) , suffered from any 

"cultural inferiority complex"; certainly scholars have not 

been able to find any evidence of such a conflict in his 

poetical or private writings, though other areas where 

Pushkin felt his pride hurt seem to be well known) . More 

importantly, there are some broader considerations that 

speak against Bethea's suggestions.

Prior to Pushkin's enthusiastic attempts to popularize 
Shakespeare in literary circles, Shakespeare simply did not 

have enough of a presence in Russian culture as to make 

anyone want to become a "Russian Shakespeare." It required 

a literary authority of Pushkin's significance, just as it 

had required a Goethe in Germany, to bring Shakespeare's 

work into the center of literary discourse. It is also 

unlikely that Pushkin, already well recognized, would 

suddenly want to change his already famous name for another 

one and become a Russified version of any foreign author. 

Besides, there were already some who attempted to be 

"Russian Voltaires"; Pushkin already saw that their place
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in Russian literature was marginal, and their works were to 
become a mere historical curiosity.

Voltaire w BejiMKaHH He nMe©T hm  oflH oro  

n o c J ie f lO B a T e j i f l  b P o c c h h ;  h o  6 e 3 f la p H H e  n u n - t e n ,  

r p n 6 h i ,  B b ip o c m n e  y  K o p H fl j jy G o B  . . . O B J iaaeB a iO T

p y C C K O fl C J IO B eC H O C TW O .

Voltaire and the giants do not have a single 

follower in Russia, but his talentless pygmies, 

like mushrooms that grow at the roots of 

oaks . . . are taking over Russian literature (7: 
494) .

The difference between genuine followers and mere 

imitators seems to be quite clear in Pushkin's mind; 

evidently he would not want to be part of the latter group. 
Finally, while one could disagree with the French critics 

(which Pushkin did), it was impossible to pretend that

their arguments had not been heard, or to attempt writing 

as if European literature stood still after the 1600s.

When Pushkin discussed with his friend Pletnev the

preface to be written for the first publication of Boris 
Godunov, Pletnev recommended: "It would be better for you
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to criticize properly the German Romantics because they 

understood neither the Spanish Romantics nor Shakespeare. 

It is unseemly for you to preach about French Classicists 

when anybody can now read about it even in the Severnaya 

Pchela— Northern Bee (Writers ask for advice 23) . 

(Northern Bee was a newspaper run by Pushkin1 s literary 

adversaries at that time). Pletnev's remark seems to be a 

convincing proof that Pushkin's circle in the 1830s did not 

think disproving theoreticians of French classicism worth 

the effort.

Analyzing Pushkin's remarks about dramatic art, 

Musatov argues that

The stream of Pushkin's unsystematized thoughts 

in French was on that side of the European 

watershed which divided him from the French soil 

and brought him closer to the German soul, where 
aesthetics has been developed with such clarity 

since Kant and Lessing (Musatov 128).

Pushkin was a contemporary of Goethe, whom he once 

called "the great Goethe . . . our German patriarch." This 

tongue-in-cheek reference to Goethe brings to mind 

Pushkin's earlier mention of Shakespeare as if he were a
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saint from the Russian Orthodox Calendar "I . . . created

my tragedy according to the System of Our Father 

Shakespeare, and brought to his altar two of the classical 

unities, just barely preserving the last one." ("H 

pacnojiojKun cboio Tparejoroo no cwcTeMe O m a  Hamero— nieKcnnpa vi 

npKHec eMy b acepTBy npext ero ajiTapb jiBa KJiaccMuecKne 

ewHCTBa, eflBa coxpaHMB nocnejiHee") (11: 66) . In order to

revive the outdated forms of the Russian theater, Pushkin, 

as Goethe had done with German theater, turned to 

Shakespeare.
In Boris Godunov, Pushkin went against both notions of 

Classical theatre and Romantic drama. This variety of 

characters and historical episodes was not purely 

ornamental, as in Romanticism. Pushkin rejected basing a 

play on an uncontroversial and well-developed idea that 

needed only some historical "embellishments." Boris Godunov 

started as an open-ended literary experiment. The purpose 
of literary work was now seen in the profundity of the 

questions asked instead of in the indisputable truth of the 
answers. This philosophy of literary work as an experiment, 

as a cognitive process will be later embraced and developed 

by the modernist poets.

Fifty years before Pushkin's stay in Mikhailovsk, in 

Strasbourg, the young Goethe and Herder were already
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reading Shakespeare and noting that Shakespeare differed 
from ancient authors and certainly from the French 

classicists in the wide scope of his historical vision, in 

which "world history seems to follow an unseen path in 
front of our eyes" (Goethe, On art 337) . This pronouncement 

emerges from an understanding of world history as 

encompassing a clear perception of one's national past and 

present. The theme of world history and of modern life as 

being beyond history is combined in Boris Godunov and in 

Little Tragedies.

A fte r  th e  f a t a l  year 1825, which saw th e  f a i le d  

u p ris in g  o f th e  Decem brists, Pushkin developed a profound  

in te r e s t  fo r  h is to ry . The im mediate re s u lt  o f  December 14 

fo r  Pushkin was a strong d e s ire  to  r is e  above s u b je c tiv e  

personal p re fe re n c e s  in  h is  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  h is to r ic a l  

even ts . " I  am f ir m ly  convinced th a t  the p o pu lar laws o f  

Shakespearean drama are  a p p ro p ria te  fo r  our th e a te r ,  

to o  . . . The s p i r i t  o f th e  tim e  req u ire s  im p o rtan t changes 

on th e  podium as w e ll"  ("H TBep.no yBepeH, hto HanieMy TeaTpy 

npHJin^Hbi. HaponHue 3aKOHu npaMH meKcnnpoBOM. . . . flyx Bexa

TpeCyeT b s x h h x  nepeMeH n Ha cuene jjpaMaTnvecKOft") (8: 141) .

In  a l e t t e r  to  h is  f r ie n d  D e lv ig , Pushkin c a lle d :  "Let us 

not be s u p e rs t it io u s  o r o n e-s id ed — l ik e  French trag ed ian s : 

l e t  us look a t  th e  trag ed y  [o f  th e  Decem brists] through
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Shakespeare's eyes" ("He GyaeM hm cyeBepHH, hm  

OBHOCTOPOHHM, K3K $paHLiy3CKMe TparMKH; HO B3PJIHHeM Ha 

T p a re w s  B3i\nar[OM ffleKcmipa") (13: 259) .

Pushkin is generally credited with having introduced 

themes and images from Western European poetry into 

multiple stylistic layers of the Russian literary 

tradition. Shakespeare belonged to those authors whose work 

Pushkin turned to at a time when his poetry was gaining new 
maturity (Eugene Onegin and the philosophical poetry of 

Pushkin's last years may serve as an example). Pushkin's 

experiment with semantic and syntax structures, partially 

inspired by Shakespeare, eventually led to a major renewal 

of the Russian literary language, the creation of a new 

poetical vocabulary freed of the dominance of Slavonicisms 

and closer to everyday speech. Referring to the language of 
Boris Godunov, Raevsky said to Pushkin: "Vous acheverez de 

faire descendre la po6sie de ses 6chasses" ("You will bring 

poetry down off its stilts") (Pushkin 13: 172).

When, more than one hundred and fifty years later, 

Russian poetry faces a new transformation of comparable 

significance initiated by modernist poets, particularly 
Pasternak, this global transformation of the literary 

vocabulary can again be credited to the influence of 
Shakespeare.
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While Pushkin acknowledged learning from Shakespeare's 

method, specific textual references to Shakespearean 

characters in Pushkin's work are scant. In a mock poem 

written in 1827 for Pushkin's close friend Delvig, Pushkin 

gives the name of Hamlet to Baratynsky, their common 

acquaintance and a well-known poet in his own right. In a 

note containing both prose and verse that Pushkin pretends 

to be enclosing with the imaginary gift of a skull, Pushkin 

suggests that Delvig may spend some contemplative hours 

gazing at the skull, which "can substitute a conversational 
partner for a learned man."

Hjim xax raMJieT-EapaTbiHCKMi*

Han hum 3a,tyMHHBO MeHTaft:

0 3KH3HM MgpTBbIM nponOBeflHMK

f l jm  M y a p e u a ,  xax c o G e c e a H M K ,

Oh ctomt rojioBU jkmbom.

Or like Hamlet-Baratynsky

You may be lost in reverie over it:

The dead preacher on life

For a wise man
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I t  is  worth [g e tt in g ] a l i v e  head fo r  a 

c o n v e rs a tio n a l p a rtn e r .

The playful tone of the poem, the fairy-tale like 

explanations about the means by which the skull had been 

obtained, the description of Delvig as "wearing a myrtle 

wreath and eyeglasses, with a lyre in his hand" (a send-up 

of the romantically elevated image of the poet)— all this 

indicates that the poem should be seen as a private joke 

rather than a programmatic statement. In this "domesticated" 

context, it is particularly interesting to see a reference 

to Hamlet, already the object of satire, which presupposes 
familiarity with the Shakespearean reference.

Another reference is found in the beginning of 

Pushkin's Eugene Onegin. Lensky, an 18-year old poet just 

arrived from "misty Germany" with a "truly Goettingenian 

soul," visits the tomb of his neighbor and his fiancee's 

father, whom the reader knows from earlier descriptions as 

a harmless but undistinguished officer and family head. In 

a heartfelt melancholic gesture, Lensky exclaims: "Poor

Yorick!" Pushkin himself adds a note in which he explains: 

"Hamlet's exclamation over the skull of the fool (See 

Shakespeare and Sterne)." It is significant that Pushkin 

still finds it necessary to indicate his source for the
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reading public; authors of the later epochs will be able to 

count on the reader's recognition of many Shakespearean 

allusions. Pushkin's' annotation, as usual, combines his a 

genuine attempt to educate the Russian public with an 
element of irony. For Sterne in Tristam Shandy, "Poor

Yorick" has become trite, but this was not necessarily the 

case for the majority of Pushkin's readership; otherwise 

there would hardly be need in inserting the annotation. 

Referring the reader to both Shakespeare and Sterne, 

Pushkin achieves two goals: to indicate the source of the 

quote to that part of the public for which it is still 

unclear and to share with the more advanced public the 

contemporary perception of that image in English literature 

through referring to Sterne (who was rather widely read in 

Russia at the time).

Pushkin's 1836 poem known as "From Pindemonte," 

expressing grave disappointment with the political and 

intellectual life in Russia and proclaiming the inner

freedom of the artist, also contains a reference to Hamlet:
"All this, you see, is words, words, words."

H m s j io  ropa M H e, cBodoflHo jm neuaTb 

MopounT ojiyxoB, wjib uyTKaa ueH3ypa 

B jsypHajibHbix 3aidbicnax CTecHneT Gajiarypa.
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BcS 3 T 0  ,  B M A M T e , C J IO B a , C JIO B a, C J IO B a .

HHbie, jiyHmne MHe aoporn npaBa.

VIh b h , jx y ^ m a f l n o T p e O a a  M He c B o O o ^ a .

And I do not care if the press is free

To fool those weak of mind, or if the vigilant

censorship

Limits the journalistic projects of some windbag.

All of this, you see, is but words, words, words.
Other, higher rights are dear to me.

Other, higher freedoms are necessary to me.

Significantly, this allusion is taken from the scene 

between Hamlet and Polonius, in which Hamlet calls Denmark "a 

prison."

The quotation from Shakespeare is then followed by 

what in the Russian tradition are some of the most famous 
words of Pushkin:

3 a B H c e T b  o t  uap«, 3aBnceTb o t  Hapoua—

He Bee jih HaM paBHO?

Whether to depend on the tsar or on the mob—

Is it not the same to us?
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In manuscript, "From Pindemonte" was titled "From 

Alfred Musset," giving the appearance that it is linked to 

a poem by de Musset. However, the references to Pindemonte 

and Musset are now taken to be a literary mystification 

Pushkin resorted to in order to appease censorship (III, 

336} In addition, Pushkin again makes a laconic footnote: 
"Hamlet."

Eleanor Rowe argues that the few instances known of 

Shakespearean allusions in Pushkin (excluding the "Letter 

to Delvig," which she does not review) give sufficient 

ground to say that Pushkin protested against the prevailing 

German Romantic interpretation of Hamlet (33) . 

Unfortunately for the historians, Pushkin did not 

completely follow the advice of his friend Pletnev quoted 

earlier in this work and did not include his views on

German criticism in the preface to Boris Godunov. Was this 

perhaps a matter of greater concern to Pletnev than to

Pushkin himself? In would appear that the information

available is insufficient to conclude that Pushkin actively 

protested against the German Romantics or that he was not 

at all interested in Hamlet. None of the poems quoted

earlier can be enlisted to confirm such an opinion.

In the "Letter to Delvig," the playful energy is not 

directed towards Shakespeare. The humor is in the situation
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i t s e l f :  Pushkin and h is  f r ie n d s  t r y in g  on l i t e r a r y  masks o f  

v a rio u s  epochs. B ara tynsky , on whom Pushkin jo k in g ly  

bestows the name o f  H am let, is  a fe llo w  poet o f whom 

Pushkin thought h ig h ly , saying th a t  he "ranks w ith  th e  v e ry  

b e s t o f our poets . . . . h is  th in k in g  is  c o rre c t and

independent, w h ile  h is  emotions run strong  and deep ."  

("npHHajwejKMT k UMcny otjihuhbix HamMx nosTOB. . . . m h c j im t

no-CBoeMy, npaBmibHO m He3aBHCMMO, Meamy TeM xaic uyBCTByeT 

CMJifaHO a rjiyboKo") (7: 153). From o th e r works, (most

im p o rta n tly , from Eugene Onegin) i t  becomes c le a r  th a t  

Pushkin could a llo w  h im s e lf  a t  tim es not to  be serio u s  

about anyth ing , from f a m i l i a l  lo ve  to  th e  ru le s  o f Russian  

grammar, but i f  a l l  such ir o n ic  statem ents were to  be taken  

a t  fa ce  va lu e , th e  modern n o tio n  o f Pushkin 's  ph ilosophy  

would h a rd ly  be a c c u ra te .

In Eugene Onegin (written between 1821-1831), Lensky 

is treated with subtle irony, but without sarcasm, which is 

why his death is perceived by the reader as tragic. The 

character of Lensky is on a different plane from the 

marginally drawn comical characters of the Larins' 

neighbors; Lensky has been said to embody, at least to a 

certain extent, Pushkin's own ideals and inspiration in his 

youth, which the poet now regards from a distance. There is 

the same gentle irony towards Tatyana, who eventually
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starts wondering if Onegin is "a Muscovite in Childe 

Harold's cloak" and "a parody." The cemetery scene is 

followed by Pushkin's explanation that Lensky was "full of 

sincere sadness" and by three full strophes written in the 

narrator's voice. Yet Pushkin's farewell to youthful 

exaltation and emotional excesses does not mean that the 

association with Hamlet is supposed to characterize Lensky 
negatively.

Finally, in "From Pindemonte," Pushkin changes from 

humor and good-natured irony to bitter sarcasm. The 

quotation is aimed against the shallowness of Russian 

public life, stifled as it is by the strict control of the 

state, on one side, and by the backwardness of public 

conscience and philistinism of popular and bourgeois 
society, on the other. He sides with Hamlet.

Therefore it is hard to agree on this point with Rowe or 

with the 1964 Soviet article she cites in support of her 

ideas: "[Pushkin] was not attracted by the torments of

thought, of thought which doubts everything" (Rowe 35) . Yet 

Pushkin's poem "Remembrance" (1828) dates from the same 
period:

Me^TH foinHT: b yMe, noaaBjieHHOM t o c k o m ,

TeCHMTCH TJEKKHX XtyM M36HTOK.
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Dejection seizes me and clouds my spirit whole.

Thoughts crowd my brain, dreams in me riot.

(Tr. By I. Zheleznova)

Two years later, in the same year as Little Tragedies, 

Pushkin wrote two of his major philosophical poems: "Life,

vain gift of chance" ("flap HanpacHtrii, nap cnŷ afiHhift . . .") 

and "Elegy" ("SjierwH"), where the first definition of life 

is "to suffer and to think."

It is not surprising that official Soviet criticism, 

ever suspicious of any internal conflicts or ideological 

inconsistencies, prefers seeing in Pushkin a robust, 

wholesome nature with a clear awareness of his goals, his 

ideals, and his political sympathies. Such a view, in a 

somewhat more sophisticated and less politicized form, was 

not uncommon at the beginning of the modernist period, 

either. However, this interpretation of Pushkin's oeuvre 

was soon found unsatisfactory, while the attitudes of 

modernist poets toward Shakespeare similarly evolve. In the 

following chapters, this topic will be dealt with in 

greater detail; what is important to note now is that the 

modernists' approach to Shakespeare is similar to their 
approach to Pushkin.
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The Shakespearean cultural model afforded Pushkin the 

type of text in which he was able to express his own 

thoughts and opinions as well as popular beliefs, fusing 

them into a contradictory and at the same time harmonious 

whole. Pushkin's dialogue with the Shakespearean text not 

simply resulted in the introduction of new poetic 

structures (e.g. the five-foot iamb used since Pushkin in 

translation of Shakespeare's plays), but contributed to the 

development of Pushkin's complex, polyphonic vision of the 

world. It may only be surmised how this would have 

continued had Pushkin's life not been cut short in 1837. 

The movement towards a synthesis between the national 
tradition and world tradition, between historical views and 

a focus on the individual, initiated by Pushkin, was to 

come to its full realization in the literature of 

modernism. It was this achievement that allowed Pushkin, to 
use Bryusov's 1905 expression from his Sacred Offering,

". . . to divine, with his perceptive ear, the future

tremor of our modern soul" (". . . Tax Macro mytkmm cnyxoM

npertyraflhiBaji dyjjymyio apojKb Hamefi coBpeMeHHOM j5ymn") (6: 
95) .
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CHAPTER 3

FROM THE SOCIAL TO THE PERSONAL: RUSSIAN CLASSICISM AND
REALISM

. . . y  T e x  ra M J ie T M , a  y  H a c  eme  

n o x a  K a p a M a 30Bbi.

. . . over there they have Hamlets, but we
still have Karamazovs.

F. Dostoyevsky, The Karamazov Brothers

"TO SHOW SHAKESPEARE TO RUSSIA"

Almost like the works of Pushkin, Russia's national 

poet, the works of Shakespeare have been given a wide range 

of interpretations, sometimes mutually exclusive ones, in 
line with the changing aesthetic and social values. In 

Shakespeare's case, the situation was further complicated by 

the fact that, until the mid-nineteenth century, the Russian 

reading public knew Shakespeare indirectly, only through 

adaptation, which allowed for a greater liberty of assigning
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to Shakespeare's oeuvre the qualities found desirable in a 

canonical work.

In Sumarokov's time, when a poet's mission was defined 
according to the dulce et utile precept, the goal being the 

education of the reader, Shakespeare was turned to for 

images of exemplary behavior demonstrated by model rulers. 

Pushkin's contemporaries, Kyukhelbecker and Gnedich, 

stressed the importance of the fantastical elements in 

Shakespeare, seeing in them a link to folk art and a proof 

of the democratic character ["HapoflHocTb"] of Shakespeare's 

work. This socially-minded view will be taken to the extreme 

during the high point of Russian realism, when the followers 

of Tolstoy will write quasi-folkloric Russified adaptations 

of Shakespearean plays (Hamlet will become TaBpuna—  

HyTpHHotf yejioBex," "Gavrila the inward man," etc.). In 

Russian modernist poetry, the Romantic theme of the tragic 

split between the artist and society is once again brought 

to the foreground, culminating in Pasternak's poem "Hamlet," 

where the image of a Shakespearean character is woven into 

the representation of the poet's mission.

Though these metamorphoses may look surprising, they are 

not wholly unpredictable; rather, the changes in the 

perception of Shakespeare were predetermined by the inner 

dynamics of Russian literature's development. While the
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changes in literary aesthetics clearly affected the perception 

of other authors as well, Shakespeare's works present a 

particularly rich material for analysis because Russian 

secular literature, in the course of over two centuries kept 

returning to the reevaluation and appropriation of 

Shakespeare1s heritage.

The Russian reading public was exposed to Shakespeare in 

the early eighteenth century, much later than other European 

countries. Because of the suspicion with which the official 

Church treated secular performances, (an attitude Russian 

Orthodox Church inherited from its Byzantine predecessors), 

literary theatre was virtually non-existent until the 
seventeenth century. Skomorokhl, the wandering artists who 

offered diverse popular entertainment by performing songs, 

acrobatic shows and sometimes short comical scenes, had been 

documented since eleventh century but became increasingly 

popular in the fifteenth— early seventeenth century. However, 

skomorokhi were looked down upon and often persecuted by 

secular and church authorities; there was no officially 

sanctioned form of theater, such as religious mystery plays 

in Western European countries. The first officially permitted 

performances of plays on Biblical themes were given at the 

court of Tsar Alexei Mikhailovitch, the father of Peter the 

Great. Tsarevna Natalia Alekseevna, Peter the Great's younger

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



149

sister, already had a theatre of her own, the first theatre 

in the newly founded St. Petersburg, which had replaced 

Moscow as Russia's capital. She was even known to author 

plays herself. The anonymous author of a historical survey 

done much later, in 1853, even stated that Natalia 

Alekseevna's plays showed some influence of Shakespeare. 

Unfortunately, the texts of her plays have not been 

preserved; yet the very fact of their existence tells of 

Russia's growing contact with European literatures. With the 

emergence of public theater during Peter the Great's sweeping 

reforms aimed at secularization of Russian public life, the 

first Russian translations of Shakespeare appeared.

A. W. Schlegel in his well-known article "On William 

Shakespeare in connection to Wilhelm Meister" called for a 

greater precision in translations, based on respect for the 

original text. Russian translators of the eighteenth 

century, like other European translators almost one hundred 

years before Schlegel's article, were in a different 

position. In addition, the Russian literary language was 
only gradually freeing itself from the excessive influence 

of Church Slavonic and gaining independent value as a 

literary language. The Russian language of the drama had 

not yet reached a stage at which a translation that would
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have an independent value was possible. This would become 
possible only after the age of Pushkin.

The first Russian translations were usually done not 

from the original, but from French versions, which often had 

been previously "perfected" in accordance with notions of 

French Classicism, such as requirements for the unities of 

time, space, and action. The treatment which the original 

text of plays received during that time may be imagined 

thanks to an anecdote, according to which, Peter I once 

ordered to play the next day "a play with no more than three 

acts, without any love intrigues and neither too sad, nor 

too serious, nor too funny" (History of Russian literary 

translation 2: 20).

By the middle of the eighteenth century, more accurate 

translations had been published, and Shakespeare became well 

known in educated circles. In his "Epistles," Sumarokov 

listed Shakespeare among the other classical poets: "Milton 

and Shakespeare, the later, tho' unschooled" (123). The 

historical task of Russian poetry of the Sumarokov period, 

which had to encompass the European Baroque and Classicism 

almost simultaneously, may be compared to the Russian poetry 

at the turn of the twentieth century and its accelerated 

appropriation of two schools of the late nineteenth century, 
the French Parnassian school and Symbolism.
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The first attempt at a scholarly analysis of Shakespeare 

was the result of a literary scandal of the day when 

Sumarokov, already a well-known poet, wrote a play loosely 

based on Hamlet (1747). Trediakovsky, another prominent poet 

and a long-time adversary of Sumarokov, accused the latter of 

plagiarism: "Hamlet, as learned people say, was translated

into prose from Shakespeare's English, and then our author 
[Sumarokov] put it into verse." Sumarokov indeed used a 

prosaic translation done by La Place from the English into 

French in 1745. Sumarokov, already known by that time as a 

prominent author of Russian classicism, could hardly have 

been guided by this prosaic translation, which most likely 

was of mediocre literary merit. Sumarokov seems to have 

accepted Voltaire's view of Shakespeare as a talented writer 

whose works are powerful, but who was lacking good taste and 

knowledge of literary rules. Most evaluations of Shakespeare 

which reached Russia were influenced by the French Classicist 

aesthetics, even if the degree of appreciation of Shakespeare 

varied among French critics, and their views were not always 

expressed in as sharply negative manner as is sometimes found 

in Voltaire. This influence of French criticism is quite 

apparent in Sumarokov's work. Pushkin's friend Kyukhelbecker 
will write on Sumarokov's Hamlet'.
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K o H e w H o , ot C T a p u K a  A n e K c a H jjp a  r ie T p o B K w a , 

B o c n w T a H H o ro  bo B c e x  n p e ja p a c c y m c a x  $paH ity3C K O M

CTapoit mKOJIbl, HMKTO Ji OJKKflaTb He C TaH eT  / HTOObI OH

nepejian xoth T eH b  H a c T o a m e ro  m eK cro ip o B C K o ro  

T a b m e T a . O jtH a x o  p  m to x o p o m o , hto e r o  .neiicTByiomwe 

jiM u a  H e  c o B c e M  MepTBbie tcyicnbi, hto T y T  e c T b  h t o-to 

n o x o * e e  Ha c T p a c T M .

Of course, no one will expect from the old 

Aleksander Petrovich [Sumarokov], brought up on all 

prejudices of the old French school, to recreate at 

least a shade of the real Shakespeare's Hamlet. 

However, it is already good enough that his

characters are not altogether lifeless dolls, that 
there is something not unlike passion here (The 

Decembrists and Their Time 63) .

Further, Sumarokov's play not only follows the formal 

requirements of Classicism, but also focuses on the typical 

conflict of passion vs. duty, expressed in Hamlet's desire 
to take revenge for his father death and in his love for 

Ophelia, daughter of Polonius, who is presented as an

accomplice of Claudius. The play ends with Hamlet taking his 

rightful place on the throne, Polonius committing suicide in
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prison and Gertrude retiring into a convent. The Danish 
people finally receive a monarch, and all impediments to the 

marriage of the young protagonists are removed. In his 

treatment of Shakespeare, Sumarokov overlooks everything 

which will become essential for the interpretation of Hamlet 

in the twentieth century: the reflection on the purpose of 

human existence and on usefulness or futility of action. 
This is why it becomes necessary to Sumarokov to stress that 

Hamlet's love for Ophelia is hindered by an external 

circumstance— the fact that she is a daughter of his 

political adversary; otherwise, Hamlet's torments could not 
be justified. In The Birth of Tragedy (1873), Nietzsche 

describes Hamlet as a tragedy in which action is a priori 

impossible, saying that Hamlet "could not change anything in 

the eternal nature of things; they [the Dionysian man and 

Hamlet] feel it to be ridiculous or humiliating that they 

should be asked to set right a world that is out of joint. 

Knowledge kills action; action requires the veil of 

illusion: that is the doctrine of Hamlet." It shall be shown 
later on that, while this view will not be fully embraced by 

all Russian modernists, the posing of this problem will have 
a prominent place in interpretation of Hamlet. For 

Sumarokov, however, the very possibility of improving the 
world by action is not subjected to question; in fact,
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literary work is seen as an example of such action. 
Sumarokov's characters do not always win their battles, just 

as Sumarokov's own works did not always enjoy the 

recognition Sumarokov felt they deserved; yet this could not 

detract from the meaningfulness and importance of the task 

undertaken.

The modern reader thus tends to agree with Sumarokov, 

who, when deeply hurt by accusations of plagiarism, pointed 

out that his play shared few similarities with that of 

Shakespeare, "except for the monologue at the end of the 

third act and for the kneeling Claudius" (95) . In fact, 

Hamlet's soliloquy is the only recognizably Shakespearean 

scene in Sumarokov's obtuse verse, full of Slavonicisms and 

obsolete syntax constructions. Finding in Shakespeare "many 

things that are very good and many that are very bad," 

Sumarokov apparently felt it as much his duty to protect the 

public from exposure to bad things as it was his obligation 

to show the good ones. Such an attitude to translation was 

typical for classicism: a translator believed it was his

right, if not his responsibility, to improve on the original 

work as he saw fit. Changing plays for use on the scenes of 

domestic theatres seemed particularly justified because 

"here you should worry less about showing the beauty and 

power of a foreign author than about fighting against vices"
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(History of Russian Literary Translation 35) . After all, 

Voltaire, whose authority was important for Sumarokov, 

thought it possible to rewrite some of Shakespeare's works, 
such as Julius Caesar.

There have been other plays using Shakespearean 

characters and scenes, including three plays written by 

Catherine the Great herself. Catherine signed up for the new 

collected works of Shakespeare in French translation by Le 

Tourneur in 1776, and later read Shakespeare in her native 

German, in a version by Eschenburg. The first play performed 

on Russian scene and credited to Shakespeare was Catherine 

the Great's free translation of Merry Wives of Windsor, 

under the title This is What Comes of Having a Basket and 

Some Linen (a reference to a line from Scene V, Act III of 

Shakespeare's play, This't to have linen and buck-baskets). 

In addition, Catherine II wrote two imitations of the 

history plays under the title An imitation of Shakespeare, a 

historical play without adherence to the usual theatrical 

rules, from the life of Rurik and The beginning of Oleg's 

rule, an imitation of Shakespeare without adherence to the 

usual theatrical rules. Finally, Catherine wrote a comedy 

Spendthrift (A free imitation of Shakespeare), a Russified 

version of Shakespeare's Timon of Athens, in which the
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protagonist was given the telling name of Tratava (from the 

verb "TpaTMTb" ["tratit"']— "to spend").

In these plays, Catherine II went against the literary 

norms of her day, contributing to the creation of a literary 

language close to everyday speech of the educated classes. It 

is not far-fetched to say that Catherine's choice of a 

literary source must have been at least partially determined 

by the fact that Shakespeare's work was known only in 

translation and his reputation remained equivocal. Had 

Catherine the Great tried to imitate French Classicists, whose 

works were very familiar to the Russian educated public and 

usually held up as a standard, her shortcomings as a writer 

would be too painfully apparent to the educated Russian 

public. Shakespeare, on the other hand, would probably be seen 

not as a literary rival, but as a source. Nevertheless, the 

fact that Catherine deemed it possible to use Shakespeare as 

her reference point facilitated the inclusion of Shakespeare's 

work into the Russian literary canon. Catherine's literary 

exercises reveal her desire to establish herself as a Russian 

author; as a foreigner on the Russian throne, she constantly 

felt the need to prove her deep involvement with the Russian 

culture. Perhaps Catherine the Great's literary experiments in 

Russian were motivated not simply by her personal ambitions, 

but also by her desire to establish an independent cultural
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identity for Russia within the European context. Catherine's 

imitations of Shakespeare, while of limited independent 

literary value, had a long-range effect on Russian literary 

development by providing an official sanction to break away 

with the rules of Classicism and by encouraging independent 

interpretation of foreign authors without having to rely on 

the latest critical writings from France.

Zhukovsky, whom Pushkin considered to be one of his 

teachers, and who is regarded as the father of literary 

translation in Russia, did not pay particular attention to 
Shakespeare, as he himself acknowledged. In a conversation 

with Ludwig Tieck, Zhukovsky admits that Shakespeare's 
masterpiece Hamlet seems a "monster” to him. For Zhukovsky, 

those who find a deep meaning in Hamlet prove more their 

own richness of thought and imagination than the excellence 

of Hamlet itself (qtd. in Levin, Russian Poets 212) .

On the other hand, Nikolai Karamzin (1766-1820), whom 

Terras justly describes as the single most influential 

eighteenth-century Russian prose writer, appreciated 

Shakespeare and defended his works against the attacks of 
Voltaire. Karamzin did not find anything wrong in 

propagating work which would challenge a reader's 

imagination. He saw a lack of finished form as a challenge 

which forced the reader to take an active part in the
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interpretation of the work, to "communicate with the text," 

to use an expression often utilized by Lotman (1: 131-132). 

Zhukovsky, following the tradition established by Karamzin, 

saw his potential reader primarily as women of the educated 

class. Development of language and literature, refinement

of artistic taste and of the readers' inner world were seen 

as the main steps towards progress.

Ladies' taste became the supreme judge of

literature, and an educated, outwardly and 

inwardly gracious woman who is familiar with 

the great works of art was seen as the

educator of future generations of 

enlightened Russians (Lotman 2: 360).

In this, Russian authors followed the example of the 

German Romantics: one of Holderlin's most dearly held

projects was the publication of a monthly Journal under the 

title Iduna, "a journal for the ladies, of aesthetic

content" that would publish new poems as well as essays on 

literary history and criticism (Hdlderlin 4: 220). The
project was never realized due to external pressures, but 

the intention is no less remarkable. This open-ended nature 

of a work, enabling multiple interpretations, is the
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feature of Shakespeare most appreciated by the modernists, 
just as it had been valued by Karamzin.

Discussing his work on translating Homer into Russian, 

Zhukovsky said that his best reader and advisor might have 

been his wife, with her "poetic soul and intuition" 

(Writers ask for advice 18). Regrettably, he had not yet 

taught her Russian (his wife was German) . This typical 

anecdote summarizes what Zhukovsky valued in his reader: a 

"poetic soul," a refined perception, an ability to 

appreciate the perfection of a poetic work. By contrast, 

Karamzin's ideal reader took a more active stand. Karamzin 

was known for going so far as to distribute his own works—  

disguised as works by some mysterious "Parisian lady"— to 

encourage Russian noblewomen to take up the pen themselves. 
(Lotman, Karamzin 264). The notion of the active 

participation of the reader is also invoked again, on a 

rather amplified scale, during the modernist period. For 

instance, Mayakovsky declares his own works open for 

improvement and additions to be made by his readers. For 
example, in the 1921 foreword to his play Mystery-Bouffe he 

invites the reader to revise and improve the play: "In the 

future, all persons performing, presenting, reading, or 
publishing Mystery-Bouffe should change the content, making
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it contemporary, immediate, up-to-the minute" (Complete

Plays 39) .

As early as 1797, Karamzin wrote that Shakespeare's

violation of classical rules was a virtue and an inevitable 

consequence of his genius. It took time for these words to be 

heard, however: alterations of Shakespeare in the direction 

of neoclassical taste were to continue for another quarter of 

a century. During this period, Russian poets did not yet

actively rework Shakespearean images and themes in their own 

writings. Adaptations and imitations were the only way of 

approaching foreign texts. Not accidentally, Sumarokov's 

vague attempt to depict "his own" Hamlet was immediately 
labeled plagiarism and ultimately became an artistic failure. 

However, Shakespeare was gradually being freed from the 

stigma of a "Barbaric" or "unschooled" writer and his works 

started being accepted within the literary canon.

HAMLETS OF OUR DISTRICT

The readers' involvement with plays of Shakespeare 

increased by the 1840s, when the interest in Shakespeare 

reached its peak. Shakespeare's plays started to be staged 

in amateur performances in upper-class households. The

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



infatuation with Shakespeare’s ouevre, particularly with 

Hamlet, almost reached the proportions of a cult, a fact 

which witnesses a growing familiarity with Shakespeare’s 
work. In her monograph on Boris Godunov, Emerson justly 

points out that during Pushkin's lifetime, "Shakespeare in 

Russia was less available as an independent art, read for 

its own beauty and on its own terms, than as a tool to be 

used by progressive romantics against the conservatives"
(Boris Godunov: Transpositions on a Russian theme 110) .

Indeed, before the 1840s, only 10 of Shakespeare's plays 

had been translated, and not fully. By 1855, the situation 

improves: of the 37 canonical plays, only six (Love's Labor 

Lost, Winter Tale, As You Like It, Pericles, and Titus 

Andronicus) had not been translated.

As German criticism and philosophy gained ascendance, 

the mid-century, the Russian reading public became more 

widely acquainted with the interpretation of Shakespeare by 
the German critics, most importantly by Goethe and August 

Schlegel. It may be assumed that the discussion of 

Shakespeare in German criticism, though with some delay, 

eventually became known in Russia by the mid-nineteenth 
century).

Hamlet's character is now explained within the framework 

of a contradiction between the strength of thought and
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weakness of will, "the battle of a weak human will with a 

formidable, merciless duty . . . but this is Jacob wrestling 
with the angel" (Shakespeare and Russian Culture 270). The 

scenes relating to action— such as Hamlet's revenge on 

Rosencrantz and Gildenstern— are declared "unsubstantial." 

The predominant interpretation is shaped by Goethe's view on 

Hamlet:

Ein schbnes, reines, edles, hdchts moralishes 

Wesen ohne die sinnliche StSrke, die den Helden 

macht, geht unter einen Last zugrunde, die er 

weder tragen noch abwerfen kann; jede Pflicht ist 

ihm heilig, diese zu schwer. Das Unmdgliche wird 

von ihm gefordert, nicht das UnmSgliche an sich, 
sondern das, was ihm unmdglich ist (Wilhelm 

Meisters Lehrjahre, chapter XIII).

This view, widely shared in European Romanticism (e.g. 

by A. Schlegel), becomes known in Russia as well. By the 

twentieth century, Pasternak will speak of Hamlet using 

some of the same expressions of an inordinate burden, 
explaining Hamlet's lack of action not by an innate 

deficiency, but by a deliberate refusal to participate in 
the perpetuation of violence.
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German writers and critics frequently associate Hamlet 

and their country. "Hamlet is Germany" ("Hamlet ist 

Deutschland!"), writes Freiligrath in 1848 (qtd. in 

Kozintsev 183). Ludwig B&rne in his article writes that it 

would be easy for a German to have written Hamlet: a German 

would just need to copy himself in a neat handwriting, and 

Hamlet would be ready (1: 394) . Such a claim was not unique 

to Germany, however: other nations also address parallels 

between the torments of the Shakespearean character and the 

conflicts in the intellectual life of their countrymen. 

Alexander Herzen was called "a northern Hamlet" by his 

French friends in 1867, who told him that he "had the soul 

of a Hamlet and that this was very Slavonic" (2: 511).

The words of Alfred de Musset, written in 1836, one 

year before Pushkin's death, express a feeling of 

hopelessness and doom that already started spreading among 

the European cultural elite:

Quand les id6es anglaises et allemandes pass&rent 

ainsi sur nos tetes, ce fut comme un degout morne et 

silencieux, suivi d'une convulsion terrible. . . .

Ce fut comme une d§n6gation de toutes choses du ciel 

et de la terre, qu'on peut nommer d§senchantement, 
ou, si l'on veut, d6s£sperance; comme si 1'humanity
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en 16thargie avait 6t6 cure morte par ceux qui lui 

tStaient le pouls (25).

This feeling of despair will be amplified in twentieth 

century modernism when this aspect of Shakespeare's works 

will be again stressed (e.g. in Blok's cycle of poems on 
Hamlet) .

As early as 1827 Pushkin wrote about "Hamlet- 

Baratynsky," for the first time using Hamlet's name in Russia 

as a common noun. It was already during Pushkin's epoch, in 

1830s, that Hamlet first started to speak to the Russians 

about their own woes. In Polevoy's 1837 translation, when 

comparing the portraits of two kings in his mother's 

bedchamber, Hamlet finishes his monologue with words which 

have no direct parallel in the original: "I am afraid, afraid 

for the human soul!" Hamlet's melancholy and despair are 

brought to the foreground by a generation that feels bitterly 

disappointed by the unfulfilled promises of Enlightenment as 
well as by the growing pressure of state control over social 

life in Russia after the defeat of the Decembrists in 1825. 

Ironically, as Lotman has demonstrated the poem written by 

Lermontov on Pushkin's untimely death also contained a 

Shakespearean allusion: Lermontov's reference to the Divine 

judgement that is beyond the all-corrupting power of gold
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("Ho ecTfa m 6o3kmm cya, / HanepcHMKM pa3Bpao?a! Ectb rpo3HHM 

cya: oh kjiSt ; / Oh He nocTyneH 3BOHy sjiaTa"— "But there's

God's judgement, which fears not to wait; / A dreadful 

Judgement that's not bought nor sold. / It knows your inmost

thoughts, ye panders reprobate, / It does not even hear the

clink of gold."— tr. by A. Pyman) can be fully understood

only when compared with the soliloquy of Claudius in Act III,
scene III of Hamlet {Lermontov 281-282).

Some features of a "Russian Hamlet" may be found in 

Pushkin's Onegin, in Lermontov's Pechorin, and, in a 

comically downplayed version, even in Gogol's Podkolesin and 

Goncharov's Oblomov. Lotman believes that even the prose of 

Tolstoy or Dostoyevsky was susceptible to Shakespeare's 

influence; he finds signs of Russian Hamletism in Prince 
Andrew from War and Peace as in Raskolnikov from Crime and 

Punishment {Realism in Russian literature of the 1860s 23) .

Russian Hamletism has its peak during the 1880-1890s. 

Literary and critical works of that time are full of 

allusions to Shakespeare. Hamlet's reflection and inner 

struggle come to the foreground as qualities with which 

certain parts of the Russian intelligentsia identified. 

Hamlet' s inability to act is seen as a parallel to the 

Russian intelligentsia's inability to bring forward social 
change. Thus Shakespeare's characters were placed in the
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middle of the discussion of the topical social ills. It was 

then the very notion of "Hamletism" appears (Levin, 
Shakespeare and Russian Literature of the XIX century 160) , 

soon to acquire an equivocal or even a negative meaning.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, a 

series of works alluding to Shakespearean characters 
appear: Turgenev’s (Hamlet of the Shigri District (1849), 

King Lear of the Steppes), Leskov's (Lady Macbeth of the 

Mtsensk district, which initially had an even more telling 

title, Lady Macbeth of our district) and The village King 

Lear (1880) by N. N. Slatovratsky (1845-1911). The 

realistic social motivation present in these short stories 

introduces Shakespearean plots and characters into the 

circle of problems typical for the period. Of particular 

interest is the linkage between the image of Hamlet and the 

notion of "a superfluous man," a term coined by Turgenev in 

1850 and applied retrospectively to Pushkin's Onegin and 

Lermontov's Pechorin, as well as to Goncharov's Oblomov and 

to some of Turgenev's own characters. Isaiah Berlin 
summarizes the notion of a superfluous man as "a member of 

the tiny minority of educated and morally sensitive men, 

who, unable to find a place in his native land, and driven 

upon himself, is liable to escape either into fantasies or
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illusions, or into cynicism or despair, ending, more often 
than not, in self-destruction or surrender" (40).

According to Natalia Diakonova (103), however, the 

Hamlet myth is introduced merely to serve as the ground for 

the Russian drama of superfluous people. Hamlet's 

personality is used both as contrast and as a parallel to 

the uninspired existence of an impoverished member of the 

Russian gentry. Shakespeare's Hamlet is Prince of Denmark; 

Hamlet of the Shigri District, for instance, is what in 

Russian literature is known as a "little man" ("MajieHbKMfi 

'jeJioBeK"), one of the many Hamlets of a small provincial 

district. While Shakespeare's Hamlet has kingdoms to strive 
for, Turgenev's Hamlet is constantly humiliated by the 

pettiness and triviality of his confrontations with life. 

These petty things prevent him from becoming what he had it 

in him to become— a man of deeds directed to a fine 

patriotic purpose. The frustration of the Russian Hamlet is 

caused both by general reasons, making a seriocomical 

parallel to those event that prove the undoing of the real 

Hamlet, and by facts distinctly social, his humiliating 

poverty dooming to failure any attempt to command the 

respect needed for any decisive action. This realistic 
social motivation brings Turgenev's story into an artistic 

system that has very little to do with Shakespeare's and
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makes it a specimen of nineteenth-century realism at its 

best.

Turgenev attempts to put an end to the cult of Hamlet 

which is already degenerating into its own parody with his
speech of I860, subsequently published as "Hamlet and Don

Quixote":

C o M H e B a a c b  b o  B c e M , T a M J ie T , p a 3 y M e e T C H ,  H e  m ajiM T  m  

c a M o r o  c e G a ;  y M  e r o  c j im h ik o m  p a 3 B M T , v t o Gh

y flO B J ie T B o p M T b C K  T e M , v t o  o h  b  c e G e  H a x o w i :  o h

C 0 3 H a e T  CBOIO C J ia O O C T b , HO B C H K O e C a M 0 C 0 3 H a H M e  e C T b  

c w j ia ;  O T c ia n a  n p o M C T e x a e T  e r o  m p o h m a , 

npO T M B O n O JIO *H O C T b  3 H T y 3 M a 3 M y  f lO H -K M X O T a .

H t o  * e  n p e ^ c r a B J iH e T  c o G o io  T a M J ie T ?  . . . A H a jiM 3

n p e x a e  B c e r o  m 3 r o n 3 M ,  a  n o T O M y  6 e 3 B e p b e .  O h  B e c b  

acHBeT p j ir  c a M o r o  c e C n  . . .  o h  c x e n T M K — m B eH H O

B 0 3 M T C H  M H O C M TC H  C C3MMM COGOIO; OH nO CTO HHHO

3 a H « T  H e  C B o e t f  o C « 3 a H H O C T b io , a  c b o m m  n o jio jc e H M e M .

. A  T a M J ie T b i H M ^ e r o  H e  H a x o a H T ,  H M n e ro  H e  

n 3 o 6 p e T a iO T  h  H e  o c T a B j i f l m  c j i e j i a  3 a  c o G o io ,  x p o M e  

c n e j ia  c o G c T B e H H O M  j im m h o c tm ,  H e  o c T a B j ia o T  3a  c o 6 o ro  

a e j i a .  . . . o h m  o h m h o k m ,  m n o T O M y  G e c r u io f lH b i.
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In doubting everything . . . Hamlet, naturally does 

not spare himself; his intelligence is too vivid to 

be self-satisfied; it realizes its own weakness, 

but all self-realization is power— thence his 

irony,— a contrast to Don Quixote's enthusiasm. So 

what is Hamlet? . . . Analysis and egotism, and

therefore lack of faith. He lives for himself 

alone. . . . He is a skeptic— always reflecting

and brooding upon his own self; always concerned 

with his situation and never with his

responsibilities. . . . Hamlets discover nothing,

invent nothing, and leave nothing behind them 
except their own personalities; they leave no 

actions behind . . . they are alone, and thus

fruitless.

Many modernist poets will strongly disagree with

Turgenev's approach; in Pasternak's view, for example,

Hamlet's primary concern is with his responsibility and his 
historical mission.

Diakonova points out that Turgenev's attack on Russian 

Hamletism is partly to be attributed to self-criticism:

". . . both he [Turgenev] himself and his contemporaries

compared him to Hamlet and deplored his lack of resolution
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and consistency" (100). It may be added that, to an extent, 

such self-criticism may perhaps be explained by Turgenev's 

doubts regarding the capacity of literature to bring about 

improvements in society. Authors of Russian modernism go 

through their own spiritual torments, but rarely not

question the ultimate meaningfulness of their literary 

task.

In the Russian context of high ideas of the greater 

social good, paying close attention to one's own inner

struggles could often be condemned as self-indulgent and 

irresponsible. For example, the protagonist of Chekhov's play 
Ivanov (1887) protests against being compared to "superfluous 

people" and to Hamlet, but in reality experiences the same 

psychological crisis:

H yMMpaio ot CTt>wa ot m h c j ih ,  <jto a, 3flopoBuii, 

cwjibHbiM weJiOBex, o d p a m n c a  He to b TaMJieTa, He to

b MaH$pe«a, He to b JiwmHMe jeo^m . . . . EcTb acajiKMe

jnojm, KOTopuM J ib C T M T , Korxia wx Ha3biBaioT TaMJieTaMH 

HJIH JIMIUHHMM, HO OJlfl MeH* 3TO n 0 3 0 p .

I nearly die of shame when I think what a strong, 

healthy man like myself has become— heaven only 

knows what— a Hamlet or a Manfred, or some sort of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



171

superfluous man . . . There are some miserable

creatures who feel flattered when people call them 

Hamlets or "superfluous," but to me that is an 

insult.

Chekhov, always disapproving of exaggerated affectation 

both in literature and in his private life, was sensitive 

enough to see the difference between feigned "beautiful" 

melancholy and the real shattering of his protagonist's life. 

This clear distinction already be seen in an early short 
story by Chekhov, The Baron, written in 1882, in which an 

aging prompter, no longer able to tolerate the pretentious 

manners of the leading actor playing Hamlet, suddenly starts 

reading Hamlet's part aloud. The prompter's voice is thin and 

the impression he makes is a wretched one, yet Chekhov 

remarks: "This could have been the voice of a real Hamlet 

. . . had there been no old age on earth." Chekhov's modern 

hero has no kingdoms at stake; his greatest aspiration could 

have been to become a leading actor in a provincial 

playhouse. Unlike the protagonists in Shakespeare's 

tragedies, the aging prompter in Chekhov's story is not above 

the public's ridicule. Nevertheless, Chekhov's deep sympathy 

for this unfulfilled human life penetrates all of Chekhov's 

work. Thus, when Chekhov's Ivanov is nearly insulted by being
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likened to Hamlet, the offensive nature of this comparison 

arises not from the parallel to a Shakespearean character as 

such, but from the underlying implication that Ivanov is 

assuming a fashionable pose, in covering up spiritual 

emptiness by lofty words. By Chekhov's time, words no longer 
were trusted in Russian society: any rhetoric is suspicious, 

fraught with insincerity and pretense. For example, 

Turgenev's Bazarov frequently says: "Stop speaking

beautifully,” summing up a whole aesthetic program of 

emotional and rhetorical austerity that replaces the lofty 

phraseology of romanticism and that is itself displaced by 

the modernist recuperation of belief in the power of the 

word.

Bloom in Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human

remarks: "You can prefer Don Quixote to Hamlet, as Auden also 

does, if you wish to follow Kierkegaard's choice of the 

apostle over the genius" (403) . It is my belief that this 

choice becomes even more complex in the Russian context as 

Russian writers have always expected themselves to be both 

apostles and geniuses. The greater their creative powers, the 

stronger their sense of responsibility before society. At 

times, like Turgenev, they blamed themselves for failing in 

their role, or felt themselves to be overwhelmed by their 

task, like the sleeping apostles of Christ in the garden of
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Gethsemane, but the idealistic notion nevertheless persisted. 

(A useful outline of major discussions on of intelligentsia 

viewing itself and its mission may be found in Likhachyov's 

book On intelligentsia) .

By the end of the nineteenth century, the question of 

mission could not be avoided. Some might have rejected the 

apostle mission on principle as did, for example, the "Old" 

Russian Symbolists, for whom art in itself was the highest 

goal and the ultimate service they could give to humanity; 

in effect, this simply transformed apostles of social 

progress to apostles of art.

Kagan-Kans correctly observes that Turgenev the 

Hamlet/Don Quixote dichotomy by Turgenev not to demand a 

choice, but to represent his own inner conflict that was 

typical for Russian intellectuals of his generation (12- 

13) . "Both sides of human nature are necessary, and 

Turgenev, like the German philosophers, hoped for the 

perfect union between them" (15).

This issue is less to do with Shakespeare and more with 

rather to a contemporary trend that takes the figure Hamlet 

as its emblem and thereby signifies the crisis of a whole 

circle of problems confronted by the Russian intelligentsia. 

If the poets of the early nineteenth century saw Hamlet
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primarily as a thinker, the late-nineteenth century literary 
version of Hamlet is simply a person of weak will.

Hamlet and its creator thus come under attack from 

socially-minded critics calling for literature to provide 

models of active contribution of society instead of "mere" 

reflection and similar individualistic pursuits. While 

Turgenev recognized the importance of Shakespeare and

spared no efforts in attempts to popularize Shakespeare's 

works, some of the more radical writers and critics,

notably Chernyshevsky and Dobrolyubov found Shakespeare's 

works to be hopelessly old-fashioned and disconnected from 

the concerns of the modern democratic reader. Shakespeare

was labeled an "art for art's sake" writer— still an

indisputably negative characteristic in the pre-modernist 

period. Realist critics saw the task of literature as being 

true to reality and assigned to literature an only role as 

a catalyst of social progress (with somewhat varying 

degrees of importance granted to this invariably auxiliary 
role).

In line with his contemporary anti-Kantian thought, 

Chernyshevsky, a leading democratic critic, insisted on 

reality as the basis of the beautiful and the object of art. 

For Chernyshevsky, the only acceptable object of art is 

social reality: "Let Art be satisfied with its exalted and
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beautiful calling: to server, in the absence of reality, as a 

substitute of the same, and to be for man a textbook of life" 

(2: 90). Chernyshevsky's work provides a theoretical base for 

the growing "Gogolian" trend in literature, which is opposed 

to "Pushkinian" trend. While Gogol's work is interpreted as a 

call for social progress (without regard to the painful and 

complex evolution of Gogol's own philosophy), Pushkin is seen 

as a talented poet whose works have "little live connection 

with society, they remained fruitless for society as well as 

for literature" (Chernyshevsky 2: 515). Shakespeare was most 

often named together with Pushkin as an author whose works 

hold "merely" an aesthetic value.
There is, however, an attempt at a compromise solution 

offered by another well-known critic, Dobrolyubov. Though 

sharing Chernyshevsky's belief in naturalism in art and in 

art's specific social mission, Dobrolyubov does concede that, 

in exceptional cases, art can intuitively express the reality 

of life. Notably, Dobrolyubov lists Shakespeare among those 

authors who were able to "rise above the ancillary role of 

literature and joined the ranks of historical personages who 

helped mankind to grasp its own powers and natural strivings 

more clearly" (2: 325).

In Soviet times, the sensitive issue of criticism of 

such canonical writers as Pushkin and Shakespeare by
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"progressive" critics will be avoided altogether. Once 
admitted to the canon, writers could no longer be suspect of 

insufficient interest in social problems; they were 

automatically assumed to be siding with the "progressive 

historical forces" in their respective societies. Therefore, 

criticism of Shakespeare tended to be omitted from reviews 

and anthologies.
Dostoyevsky had a right to his bitter reproach of Russian 

liberal critics' lack of interest in art, while exploiting art 

for their political ends (19: 67) . Dostoyevsky rejects

understanding art as a surrogate of reality; for him, art 

cannot depict reality such as it is: "Such a reality does not 

exist and never existed on earth." Reality is an enigma which 

is present as "the still unspoken future Word," and an artist 

is a "prophet sent by God to declare to us the mystery of man, 

of the human soul." Artistic comprehension of this mystery is 

the real purpose and social significance of art. Within this 

system of aesthetics, Pushkin and Shakespeare ceases to be 

seen as talented poets whose external circumstances or their 

own weak will had prevented them from creating socially 

significant works; on the contrary, they are elevated to the 
level of prophets.

Dostoyevsky's philosophy is further developed by Vladimir 

Solovyov (1853-1900), a philosopher and poet who exerted
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influence on V. Ivanov and Blok (e.g. through works such as 

"Lecture on Godmanhood" (1887), "The General Purpose of Art" 

(1890), "Three Speeches in Memoriam of Dostoyevsky" (1891- 

1893). Like Dostoyevsky, Solovyov focuses on such categories 

as Beauty, Harmony, Good. For Solovyov, the sublime overlaps 

with the beautiful as the union of the moral and the 

aesthetic, as an embodiment of ideal nature, achieving which 

is seen the goal of human spiritual activity, made possible 

only through art. The central notions in Solovyov's aesthetics 

are the realization of a comprehended truth, embodiment of a 

recognized ideal and achievement of an established ideal. As 

Cassedy observes, for Solovyov "beauty in nature and beauty in 

art are not different in kind . . . Art is not an imitation of 

nature or even a mere duplication of nature's work; it is 

rather a continuation of what is begun by nature" (101). 

Protesting against the utilitarian approach to art, Solovyov 

nevertheless sees in modern art a promise for the future:

T p eC o B aH M a c o B p eM eH H o fi p ea jib H O C T M  n  n p a M o ft nojib 3bi 

ot w c K y c c T B a , deccM U cn eH H b ie  b c B o eM  T en e p em H e M  

rp y C o M  vs. TeMHOM npHM eHSH iiM , H aw eK aiO T, o jtH a K O , H a  

Tatcyio B03BbnneHHyio vs. r j iy C o K o  h c t h h h y io  n n e io  

x y jjo jK e c T B a  . . . coB peM eHH bie xyaoacHMKM xotht C o jie e

vsjsvi . . . M e H e e  c o 3 H a T e jib H o , ht o C h  H cicyccT B O  Cbtno
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peajibHO© cunoio, npocBeTJimomefi u nepepoamaBomefi Becb 

yejioBeHecKMfi MMp. . . . Ecjim b coBpeMeHHOM

pearotCTvreecKOM McicyccTBe Mbi bhshm KaK 6u 

npe^CKa3aHMe HOBoro pejinrM03Horo wcicyccTBa, to sto 

npeflCKa3aH>ie yxe Ha*JMHaeT cOuBaTbcn.

The demands on art to show modern reality and to 

serve a direct purpose, useless in their 

contemporary rough and unenlightened application, 

do hint, however, at an elevated and profoundly 

true idea of art . . . Modern authors desire more 

or less consciously that art be a real force, 

bringing light and transformation to the human 

world . . .  If in modern realistic art we see 

something of a prophecy of a new religious art, 

this prophecy starts becoming reality (2: 293-294).

The "new" modernist art envisaged by Solovyov will 

indeed shift away from the "rough" understanding of art's 

mission, though the acceptance of this new aesthetic program 

by mainstream criticism will be a complex and equivocal 

process.

Russian polemics on the role of art again focused on 

Shakespeare when Leo Tolstoy ventured into the most
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pronounced attack on Shakespeare in Russian literary 

history. Tolstoy's attitudes towards Shakespeare are 

expressed at length in his article "On Shakespeare and the 

Drama," written in 1903 and published in 1906 (Levin, 

Shakespeare and Russian Literature of the Nineteenth 

Century 225); similar ideas are also recorded in private 

conversations and correspondence of that period. Unlike 

Turgenev, Tolstoy finds himself at too great a distance 

from Shakespeare's characters; unable to find parallels for 

them in the Russian society of the late nineteenth century 

he ends up by denying to Shakespeare's work any merits 

whatsoever. As Terras observes, many of Tolstoy's arguments 

against Shakespeare had been already anticipated by 
Chernyshevsky (Belinsky and Russian Literary Criticism 

239). One of Tolstoy's main claims is that the characters 

in Shakespeare's plays lack sufficient historical and 

socio-cultural distinction since Shakespeare has them speak 

in an elaborate, affected language full of images, 

metaphors and hyperbolae— a language Tolstoy cannot imagine 

a living person in any epoch having used. Later on, the 

modernist writers will turn to Shakespeare precisely 

because of this trait: their characters are often even less 

likely to be linguistically limited by their concrete 
environment. What Tolstoy indicts as a mere lack of
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literary mastery, is transformed into a virtue by modernist 

poets. Even everyday modern objects will find their place 

within scenes reminiscent of Shakespeare, without creating 

an anachronistic effect; one example is that of theater 

binoculars, which appear not only in the ostentatiously 

cynical "Theater" by Gumilyov but also in the Pasternak's 

somberly profound "Hamlet."

It is possible that Tolstoy's strongly negative 

reaction to Shakespeare is in part provoked by the 

inadequate criticism of the time which overlooks some of 

Shakespeare's truly important qualities to insist on other, 

less obvious ones. Looking for the much praised 

"characterization" and "realistic descriptions" in 

Shakespeare, Tolstoy is inevitably disappointed and ends up 

by rejecting Shakespeare altogether. Modernist poets accept 
Goethe's explanation (in "Shakespeare und kein Ende") that 

Shakespeare disregards the material costume but thoroughly 

knows the inner human costume. Pasternak later echoes it in 

his notes stressing that Shakespeare's realism lies beyond 

documentary details and descriptions). For Tolstoy, such an 

explanation would be unsatisfactory: without outer details 

there can be no inner truth, either.
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Perhaps To ls toy  has more in  common w ith  Shakespeare than  

he h im se lf was ready to  acknowledge. Pasternak p o in ts  out to

h is  connection in  one o f h is  c r i t i c a l  essays:

Peub "PoMeo m XtryjibeTTbi" . . . a to Syayman npenecTb

. . . "BoiiHbi w Mupa" w Ta xe MapyKxuan HMCTOTa m

H e n p e a B o c x n T M M o c T b . . . . "IQ j ik k  I l e 3 a p b "  h  b

ocoOeHHocTM "Ahtohmh m KneonaTpa" HanwcaHbi He H3 

jdoCbm k HCKyccTBy t He partM no33HM. 3 to  njiojtbi

M3yueHH« HenpwyKpameHHofi noBcejmeBHocTM. . . . 3to

n3yueHne npHBeno k "$M3MOJTornHecKOMy poMaHy" 

jieBHTHajmaToro cTOJieTWH m cocTaBMJio eme Gojiee

OeccnopHyro npenecTb MexoBa, GuioGepa h JIbBa ToJicToro.

The language o f Romeo and Juliet . . . [ is  a]

c a p tiv a tin g  language we are to  f in d  la t e r  in  . . . 

War and Peace possessing the same enchantingly  

unique freshness and u n p re d ic ta b ility  . . . Julius

Caesar and in  p a r t ic u la r  Anthony and Cleopatra were 

w ritte n  not from a love o f a r t ,  not fo r  the sake of 

p o etry . They were the  f r u i t s  o f Shakespeare's study 

o f unembellished day-to -day r e a l i t y .  . . . This

study gave r is e  to  the "p h ys io lo g ic a l novel" o f the
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nineteenth century and still more unquestionably 

constitutes the attraction of what Chekhov, Flaubert 

and Lev Tolstoy were to write ("Notes on 
translations from Shakespeare") .

Tolstoy dismisses Shakespeare's self-conscious style 

with the same conviction as all that is "fictional" has been 

rejected many centuries before by Old Russian literature, 

seeing all that is "fiction" as an offense against Truth and 

God-ordained order. Tolstoy refused to see that, as G. 

Wilson Knight puts it: "Shakespeare's persons make

utterances from a height where all men speak alike: the

height of universal experience, refracted then in human 

terms, voiceless save by poetry." Indeed, in his analysis of 

Shakespeare Tolstoy consciously adopts an attitude not 

unlike that of Natasha Rostova's artless reaction to an 

opera performance: not being able to accept the theatrical 

conventions (e.g. painted boards instead of a real forest), 

to see past the "unnatural" behavior of characters (e.g. 
addressing the audience while supposedly in danger) and to 

recognize in this form of art some element of witnessing 

human experience. It is clear that rejecting Shakespeare on 

these premises is logically extendable to the denial of
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traditional art as such. This attitude derives from 

Tolstoy's ideas on art and its tasks, expressed in "What is 

art?" in 1897. Tolstoy hopes that the future artist "will be 

free from all the perversion of technical improvements 

hiding the absence of subject matter" (179); for him, 

Shakespeare must have, to an extent, epitomized the "cold 

. . . brain-spun, invented works" of the past (113) . In a

typical reaction, Chekhov provided a sobering commentary in 
a letter to Suvorin in 1898 (referring to What is art?) :

All of this has been seen before. To say that art 

has outlived its age, that it has reached a dead 

end, that it is not what it should be, etc, etc.

— it is the same as saying that the desire to eat

and drink is old, obsolete, and unnecessary (1: 

179) .

Tolstoy's outright rejection of Shakespeare widely 

attracted attention of his contemporaries. Blok in his 

article "On Drama" (1907) reviews this problem at length. 

He stresses that "playwrights of all countries, including 

the very recent ones, studied from Shakespeare (even those

contradictory to each other, like Ibsen and Maeterlink)"

[". . . flpaMaTyprn Bcex cipaH, ao caMHx nocjie,UHMX
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BKJimMTejibHO, yymiMCb Ha ffleKcrmpe (xoth 6bi TaKMe 

npoTMBonojiojKHbie, KaK M6ceH h MeTepjiHHK) ] " (5: 153).

Rejecting Tolstoy's view of the role of Shakespeare, Blok 

in amazement quotes Tolstoy's own description of his 

attempts

. . . during fifty years . . .  to test himself, to 

read Shakespeare in all possible versions: in

Russian, in English, and German, and in Schlegel' s 

translations . . . and invariably felt the same:

disgust, boredom, and bewilderment.

Blok is particularly concerned by Tolstoy's demand that 

art, and particularly drama as its highest form, should have a 

religious content, which Tolstoy understood as a "way of 

seeing the world, which, serving as an impulse to creating the 

drama, enters the works without the author's awareness." 
Coming to the defense of Shakespeare, Blok at the same time 

avoids dealing with the essence of the discussion. He says 

that it is impossible for the modem reader "to forget either 

Macbeth or Anna Karenina" and that it is impossible find an 

answer to the question of Shakespeare and Tolstoy: "Let

tragedy grow ripe in a heart that is capable of sustaining the
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battle of these two elements."— "IlycTb co3peBaeT Tparejm* b  

tom cepjme, KOTopoe BbwepsMT 6opb6y stmx jUByx ctmxmm" (5: 154) .

While Tolstoy's rejects Shakespeare in rather 

uncommonly strong terms, his sentiments are shared by many 

in the literary generation which took as its motto the 

lines from Nekrasov's poem "Poet and Citizen": "A poet you 

need not be, / But a citizen you must" (" IIostom MO*emb tm 

He ObiTb, / Ho rpaamaHMHOM OhiTb o 6 s 3 a H " )  . When the young 

Blok tried to submit his early verses to a journal, he was 

rejected with the words: "Aren't you ashamed, young man, to 

write poems, when at the University God knows what is going 

on?" (Blok 6: 94).

The realistic tradition of the second half of the 

nineteenth century took only one aspect of Pushkin's 

perception of Shakespeare and used it in a hypertrophied 

fashion. Shakespearean images and characters were used to 

encode the social phenomena of everyday life. Thus 

Shakespearean images were freed from the lofty romantic 

aura of the early nineteenth century and became 

"domesticated" and "understated." New translations aimed at 

the general public appeared; Shakespeare's plays became a 

staple in the repertoire of many provincial theaters. This 

stage produced the wide-spread introduction of characters 

and scenes from Shakespeare, which provided the public
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knowledge needed to serve as the base modernist writers 

were to build on later. Authors of that time, however, 

lacked Pushkin's emotional involvement and his readiness to 

make foreign elements an organic part of their own work.

Obviously, the notion that literature has to serve the 

greater good of society and directly influence social 

progress survived well into the twentieth century. It is 

well known that modernist poetry comprised only a small part 

of literary works published in Russia at the beginning of 

the twentieth century. The influence of modernist 

aesthetics, however, continued to grow steadily.

Ironically, when, about a quarter of a century later, the 

discussions of the purpose of literature were once and for all 

silenced by the categorical demand that literature (like all 

forms of art) serve a very specific purpose and a very 

specific group of people, Shakespeare began to be praised for 

the very qualities which Tolstoy had denied him:

PoroiBmeecH b nepwo a nepexoaa ot $eojiajifaHoro 

obmecTBa k 6ypxya3HOMy . . . TBopvecTBO IHejccnupa c 

ero MoryvuM peajiM3MOM, ero TMTaHMvecKMMH 

xapaKTepaMM w KOH$jiMKTaMM oica3a.nocb oveHb 6jim3Kmm 

waeajiaM . . . JDdTepaTyptJ, 3anevaTJieBineM Bejimcyio

MCTOpMuecKy© JioMKy KanMTaJiMCTwyecKOM ^opuaunH w
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coanaaHMe njiymero eft Ha CMeHy HOBoro oCmecmBeHHoro 

CTPOH. . . . B OTJIM^Me OT MHOrMX MfleaJIMCTMHeCKMX

3apy6e*Hiix TOJiKOBaTejieft TBopyecTBa meKcrmpa 

ropbKHft M JlyHavapCKHft, . . . MCXOJtMJIM M3 Tex ace

no3MUMft b oueHKe fflexcnMpa, M3 kotopux mcxojimjtm 

OCHOBOnOJIOaCHMKM MapKCM3Ma M pyCCKMe peBOJUOUMOHHbie 

.aeMOKpaThi. flnn hmx IIleKcnMp Bceraa ocTaBajicn 

reHMajibHbiM xyaoacHMKOM— peajiMCTOM, npaBjgHBO

oTpasMBineM uejiyra snoxy.

Shakespeare's art, created in the period of 

change from a feudal society to a bourgeois one, 

Shakespeare's art, with its powerful 

realism, its titanic characters and conflicts 

proved to be very close to the ideals . . . of a 

literature that witnessed the great historical 

destruction of capitalism and the creation of a 

new social order replacing it. . . .  In contrast 

to many foreign idealistic interpretations of 

Shakespeare's work, Gorky and Lunacharsky [the 

first Soviet Commissar of Education] . . . used

the same approach towards Shakespeare as the 

founders of Marxism and Russian revolutionary 

democrats. For them, Shakespeare always remained
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a genial realistic author who has truthfully 

depicted an entire epoch.

(Shakespeare in World Literature 8-10) .

Shakespeare is once again championed for his "life-like 

characters" and "realistic observations"— the claims that 

had once so irritated Tolstoy, but were not voiced by any 

modernist poet. The presence of low-profile characters such 

as the Porter and the use of coarse expressions were 

interpreted as closeness to the "working people."

By such reasoning, Hamlet would be considered to 

foretell the coming social upheavals and even the French 

Revolution: Laertes would be seen as a future revolutionary, 

and Hamlet himself as the embodiment of the vanishing 

aristocracy. Shakespeare received the official stamp of 

compatibility with "realism" and, therefore, with that 

complex hypocritical genre which was known in Soviet 

theoretical literature as "Socialist Realism" but which, like 

all totalitarian propagandist art, had very little in common 

with realism of Tolstoy or Chekhov.

Clinging on a quotation from a Marx, who once called for 

reading Shakespeare next to Schiller, the Soviet critics saw 

Shakespeare as the embodiment of the realistic principle and 

an antithesis to Romanticism (which was supposed to be
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represented by Schiller) . This was a paradoxical reversal of 

the predominant nineteenth-century interpretations of

Shakespeare, who was identified with Romanticism in 

opposition to Classicism. (A character in Byron's satirical 

poem "The Blues" extols Shakespeare and rebels against

Aristotle, for example). This is German Romantic 

interpretation of Shakespeare that carries over into Russian 

modernism - most notably, for Tsvetaeva and Blok. Blok wrote: 

"Romanticism . . .  is the insatiable desire to live a life 

amplified ten times . . . romanticism is in Shakespeare and

Cervantes"— "PoMaHTM3M . . . ecTfa scajiHoe CTpeMJieHMe awrb

yjqecHTepeHHoii JKM3Hbio . . . o h — b  ffleKcnupe w CepBaHTece" (5:
481) .

In his 1932 article "On Socialist Realism," Alexander 

Fadeev (soon-to-be member of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party and Chair of the Writer's Union) praised 

Shakespeare along with some of the same authors who not that 

long ago were on Tolstoy's list of authors with exaggerated 
reputations:

B noHMMaHHH MapKCK3Ma-JieHMHH3Ma, BejmvaMmHMM 
peajmcTawi Cejjih xynoacHMKH Moryvero pa3Maxa h 

pa3Hoo6pa3MH, BHenme xpaftHe jtpyr Ha .upyra He
noxoacne: rouep, HecMOTpn Ha Mn$ojiornvecKyro
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oGojiovxy ero  BevHO acuBymwx TBopeHMM; RaHTe, xoth  

oh nocbinaji CBoero repoa b an k uncTWJiMme; . . .

MeKcimp, xo th  oh— cTpamHo nonyMaTb! — Bepjui b 

npHBMneHUH. . . .  3 th  xynoacHMKM

npn6jin*aj!MCb k oOteKTMBHOM MCTopH^ecKoft npaBne.

From the point of view of Marxism-Leninism the 
greatest realists of past centuries were authors 

of great talent and variety, though very different 

form each other: Homer, in spite of the

mythological packaging of his eternal work; Dante, 

even though he sent his character to Hell and 
Purgatory . . . Shakespeare, even though he— just

imagine!— believed in ghosts. . . . These authors 

. . . came close to the objective historical truth 

(4: 87-88) .

One can imagine the satisfaction with which Tolstoy would 

probably have read the Soviet propaganda praising Shakespeare. 
Tolstoy would have likely found this to be a confirmation of 

his opinion: Shakespeare is so completely devoid of meaning, 

morality and truthfulness that his works can be easily used as 
agit-prop!
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Inevitably, the authors of Russian modernism also 

attempted to find in Shakespeare's work some resonance to 

their own ideas. Their approach, however, was marked by an 

admission of the possibility of further interpretations and 

therefore broadened the reader's vision of Shakespeare 

rather than limiting it as it was done in Soviet times.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



192

CHASTER 4

FROM THE PLOT TO THE WORD: POETICAL DIALOGUE BETWEEN
SHAKESPEARE AND RUSSIAN MODERNISTS

npeicpacHHe CTnxoTBopeHMfl, KaK acMBbie 

cymecTBa, bxouht b xpyr Hameft acM3HM.

Beautiful poems, like living beings, enter 

the circle of our life.

N. Gumilyov, "Life of Verse"

"A QUOTE IS A CICADA"

Vladimir Nabokov, discussing the reception of literary 

texts, in his Lectures on Russian literature, stresses that 

a genuine understanding of literature is possible only 
through a close attention to the individual elements of a 
text:
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Literature, real literature, must not be gulped 

down like some potion which may be good for the 

heart or good for the brain— the brain, that 

stomach of the soul. Literature must be taken and 

broken to bits pulled apart, squashed— then its

lovely reek will be smelt in the hollow of the 

palm, it will be munched and rolled upon the

tongue with relish; then, and only then, its rare 

flavor will be appreciated at its true worth and 

the broken and crushed parts will again come 

together in your mind and disclose the beauty of 

a unity to which you have contributed something 
of your own blood (105).

Shakespearean themes and images were not "gulped down" 

in Russian modernism (the way it often happened to literary 

works during the age of Russian realism) but taken apart 

and experienced anew in the fullness of their expression,

in order to be assembled together through the modern poets'

"own blood"— their own vision of the world.

Shakespeare's themes and images occur at different 

levels of usage, from single metaphors to images connected 

and used as a signifying system of single metaphors, 
superimposed images and innovation of meaning.
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An example of the single metaphor occurs in
Pasternak's Georgiy Shengeli:

Ho ynHBaitaecb xpoBbio nocKopefi: 

y*e rpeMHT y GpomeHHHX nBepeii 

Xejie3Hue 6o t$o p t u OopTMHbpaca.

So get drunk with blood while you still can:

Next to the forsaken doorpost are already

clanking the iron jack-boots of Fortinbras.

In such cases, the images of Shakespeare have to

correspond to their commonly accepted meaning (Makurenkova 

192) . If a classical image, though transformed, preserves

its original significance, it is considered to present a 

variation of the image. In cases when individual 

modification of a known creative approach transcends its 

established meaning, the Shakespearean image gains a new 
quality.

Another approach is the use of an allusion to create a 

complex multidimensional character or scene. In modernist 

aesthetics the word gains a new meaning created by the 

context and usually more vague, sometimes appropriate only 

for a given time. An example of such usage is can be found in
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Akhmatova's draft version of Poem Without a hero: 

"HHCTMTyTKa, Ky3MHa, flacyjibeTTa" ("Student, cousin, Juliet!"). 

In that poem, the name of Shakespeare' s heroine appears as 

one of several distinct archetypal descriptions of a young 

woman, the succession of which gradually highlight varied new 

aspects of her personality:

H H C T M T y T K a , K y 3 M H a ,  f l x y j i b e T T a ! . .

He .aoamaTbCH TeCe KopHeTa,

B M O H a c T b ip b  Tbi yiiflemb T a ftK O M .

HeM T B o tf  6 y 6 e H ,  m o h  u u r a H K a ,

H yxe nouepHejia paHKa 

y  T e 6 «  n o n  xteB U M  c o c k o m .

Student, cousin, Juliet!

You won't wait long enough for the cornet,

You will leave for the convent in secret.

Your tambourine is mute, my gypsy,

And already blackened is the wound 

Under your left nipple.

(Tr. by J. Hemschemeyer)

Finally, the use of the linguistic material as a 

"generator of meaning" occurs in Russian modernist poetry
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communicatively, to use an expression of Lotman. Russian 

modernists "communicate" ("o C m a iO T C fl" ) with Shakespearean 

texts, whereby this communication loses its "transitory and 

finite character, approaching a communication between two 

autonomous personalities" (1: 132). When the content of a

metaphor is so complex that it cannot be easily reduced to 

a single meaning, a metaphor gives occasion to the creation 

of a new work and serves as a measure of its content.

Akhmatova herself points to this condensation of meaning 
in modernist poetry while describing her own Poem Without a 

Herox

Pa6oTaeT nonTexcT. . . . Hnuero He cxa3aHo b

jio6. Cno3KH&ie n rJiyfioKMe Benin h3jiojk eim He Ha 

aecflTxax CTpaHnu, xax ohm npnBhraHu, a b jjByx 

CTpOKaX, HO HJIH Bcex nOHHTHHX.

The text between the lines is what is at work 

here. . . . Nothing is said directly. Complex and 

deep things are expressed not on dozens of pages, 

as usual, but in two lines, clear to everybody 

(Poetry 518).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



197

Probably the most striking and the most concise 

example of a Shakespearean image serving the entire work 

metonymically is a two-line poem found in Tsvetaeva's 

notebooks (Unpublished works 124) :

jie.no

f l u — He b  TaMJieTe!

The matter.

Child, is not about Hamlet!

In this poem, Tsvetaeva simultaneously refers to 
Shakespeare's play Hamlet, to the protagonist of that play 

and to the circle of questions faced by that protagonist. 

Paradoxically, this extremely economical way of conveying a 

complex message to the reader leaves open the possibility 

of the reader's bringing in his or her own allusions and 

emotional reactions evoked by the reference to 
Hamlet Aiamlet.

In poetry of Russian modernism, the Shakespearean 

poetic word gains independence from plot of the play from 

which it is taken; the semantic weight of each word is 

increased through a complex system of interpolating 

meanings. Adopting Shakespearean images as part of their
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own poetic language allows Russian poets to bring their 

lyrical heroes closer to the characters of Shakespeare 

while bypassing plot parallels and focusing on inner 

experience.

"I AM HAMLET. MY BLOOD GROWS COLD . . . "  (APPROXIMATION OF 

THE LYRICAL HERO AND A CHARACTER FROM SHAKESPEARE) .

One of the completely new aspects of the modernist 

interpretation of Shakespeare is the relation between the 

lyrical hero and the Shakespearean character. Poems with 

Shakespearean themes and images may be grouped around one 

of the two poles of lyric and history. For Russian 

modernism, personal experience is closely related to 

historical experience, to the search for meaning of 

historical existence of humanity. This does not mean a 

straightforward rendering of contemporary events in the 

poems, but a philosophical reflection on the laws of 

historical development. Pasternak writes in 1916 in his 
article "A black goblet":
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. ^ e w c T B H T e jifa H o c T b  p a 3 J ia ra e a ? c H . P a 3 J ia r a a c b ,  

OHa co6npaeTca y flByx n p o T H B o n o jio a c H N X  noinocoB:

J In p w K H  m  H c T o p w u . 06a p a B H O  a n p w o p H b i n  a C c o ju o T H H .

. . . the reality is falling apart. By falling

apart, it condenses at two poles: that of Lyric 

and that of History. Both are a priori equal and 

absolute (4: 358).

Therefore, modern art has to determine "how life 

should take shape so that it could be endured by the heart 

of a lyric, that container of figurative sense, with a sign 

of a black goblet and a stamp: "Caution. Top of the box." 

(". . . xax flojuKHa cjiojKHTbca »cn3Hb, UTo6bi nepeHecjio ee

c e p f lu e  J iw p u K a , s to  BM ecTvuim ue n e p e H O C H o ro  c M b ic jia , co bhskom

n e p H o r o  e o x a j ia  w c Haanwcb©: «0ctopokho . Bepx» ") (4: 359) .

First, a review of those poems of Russian modernism

that seem to be "condensing" at the lyrical pole will be 

presented, after which the discussion will proceed to the 

analysis of poems gravitating towards the historical pole. 

While this division, like all literary classification, is 

by no means absolute, Pasternak's image is useful in order 

to focus on those aspects which are dominant in a
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particular poem to show how Shakespearean themes and images 

function at each of these poles.

It is important to stress that the dialogue of Russian 

modernists with Shakespeare cannot be reduced to a typology 

of characters, since interpretations of Shakespearean 

characters by different authors were often conflicting. In 

accordance with the overall trend in modernist poetry, 

authors were less dependent on plot lines. So, for 

instance, Blok sees Ophelia as a virgin martyr of the early 

Christian tradition, while for Tsvetaeva, this heroine is 

the victim of a pronouncedly sensual passion. Thus 

Shakespeare is interpreted through each poet's lyrical hero 

rather than according to any predetermined pattern.

The lyrical hero is not simply likened to Hamlet, 

Desdemona or Cleopatra, but is transformed into a 

Shakespearean character, as in Pasternak’s "Hamlet". To 

visualize this multiple perspectives contributing to the 

same image, one may think of the tradition of self­

portraiture as a saint or a mythological figure in Flemish 
painting, such as Rembrandt's Self-Portrait as the Apostle 

Paul, where the line between the assumed individual 

characteristics and an external reference point is a very 

thin one. This tendency, taking its origins in poetry of 

the Pushkin age, in modernist poetry culminates in a
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complex intertwining of the poet's own lyrical persona and 
a character from Shakespeare. From Pushkin's Lensky who 

emulates Hamlet to Bryusov's Anthony who is, in this poem, 

indistinguishable from Bryusov's lyrical hero— such is the 

evolution of this literary synthesis.

In pre-modernist literature, the appearance of 

characters borrowed from Shakespeare typically lacked a 

cognitive function: the reference to a character was merely 

stating a fact which did nor reach the level of a new 

artistic creation. Only in the modernist tradition did the 

use of poetic allusion fully reach its artistic and 

philosophical potential. Such an allusion brings together 

several layers of meaning which, by being combined in a 

single image, gain a new meaning that supersedes a mere sum 

of the elements combined. This process repeats itself 

within the text, creating an effect that Mandelstam 

referred to in his article "Conversations on Dante," where 

he said: " A quotation is a cicada: going on and on."

("IjMTaTa ecTb umcana: oHa HeyMOJixaeMa") (2: 218) . In "Text

Within Text," Lotman stresses that a text capable of 

generation of meaning requires a minimum of two languages 

(2: 151) . The introduction of Shakespearean poetic language 

into Russian poetry thus allows the new text to function as 
a working semiotic structure.
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Since Shakespearean themes and images were widely 
present in Russian modernist poetry, differences in 

approaches to Shakespeare by different schools and 

individual authors are a reflection on the differences in 

their views on classical heritage and on history. For 

instance, turning to Shakespearean images allows us to 

support the statement of Sergei Gorodetsky, according to 

which "symbolists . . . seek in each moment a glimpse

towards eternity" or "acmeists . . . find those moments in 
art which may be eternal" Cxmbojmctbi . . . wmyT b  xaawoM

MrHOBeHMH npocBeTa b  Be^HOCTb. . . . A K M e x c T b i . . . OepyT b

HCKyCCTBe Te MrHOBeHWfl, KOTOptie MOryT CblTb BeVHHMM") (47) . 

An illustration of the first principle may be found in a 

poem by the major Russian symbolist poet Alexander Blok 

("Ophelia in flowers, adorned . . ."), in which the image

of Ophelia is interpreted philosophically, reflecting the 

influence of V. Solovyov's teaching on the Eternal 

Feminine. A concrete image from classical literature is 

only the starting point for Blok's attempt to break through 

beyond a high level of abstraction to the eternal Truth.

On the other hand, in a poem by Akhmatova, whose name 

is immediately associated with the Acmeist school, "Reading 

Hamlet," Ophelia appears not as a representation of a 

philosophical ideal, but as a real woman. This is stressed
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by the fact that Ophelia is given the voice of the lyrical 

"I." It is dust that surrounds her, not May roses, as in 

Blok's poem. Unexpectedly, Akhmatova's poem ends by Ophelia 

wishing for Hamlet's words to "flow like an ermine mantle 

from your [Hamlet's] shoulders / For hundreds and hundreds 

of years." ("nycTb CTpynTCH OHa cto BeKOB noap^ji /  

ropHOCTaeBoft MaHTMew c ruie«i") . "The moment in art which may 
be eternal" that Gorodetsky refers to has been found.

In many instances, an image from a particular play may 

not necessarily be directly related to the central theme of 

that play. For example, Blok's reference to "earth bubbles" 

in a lyrical poem "She came in from the cold . . ." ("OHa

npmiuia c Mopo3a . . .") does not allude to the main

problematic of Macbeth, but is used to express awe before 

the mysteries of the universe.

"I AM ALONE, ALL SINKS TO THE PHARISEE" (HAMLET AND 

OPHELIA)

Most references in Russian modernist poetry are to 

Shakespeare's tragic heroes; there is no phenomenon 

parallel, for example, to the interest in Falstaff 
displayed by Bloom. Macbeth, Anthony and Cleopatra,
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Othello, and King Lear have produced the largest number of 

Shakespearean allusions. The most prominent place, however, 

belongs to Hamlet, a play that has profoundly affected 

Russian literary and social consciousness, as shown in the 

previous chapters. In modernism, "Hamletism" took a new 

turn— it is now seen less as an affliction of an 

exceptionally perceptive soul and more as an image 
embodying human condition as such.

One of the major authors of Russian modernism who 

returned to the theme of Hamlet throughout his creative 

life, was Alexander Blok. After World War II, drafting an 

article on Blok, Pasternak stresses the theme of 

"Hamletism" in Blok's lyric, noting that "In Blok's art, 

this differentiated Hamletism leads to the dramatization of 

all Blok's realistic writings" ("TBopuecKM otot 
EM$$epeHUnpyiomnficR raMjieTM3M BeaeT k MpaMaTxsamoi Bcero 

6jiOKOBCKoro peajmcTxvecKoro mtcbMa") (4: 703). Blok's

understanding of the Shakespearean hero may be judged by 

the way Blok described Apollon Grigoriev, a Russian poet 

active in the 1840s: 'TpMropbeBa Ha3biBajin HHOivna (m c t k o  w

HeMeTKo) TaMJieTOM . . .  ho 6bum Bce-TaKM b TpwropbeBe 

raMJieTOBCKwe nepTbi: oh HMHero He npe^aji, HnueMy He n3MeHHJi; 

oh HHKoro h Hiraero He yBJiex 3a coboio, norn6aH." ("Grigoriev 

was sometimes called Hamlet, both justly and unjustly . . .
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yet there was all the same something of Hamlet in him: he 

did not betray anybody, did not bring anything down with 

him when he perished") (5: 383).

Such an understanding is a departure from Goethe's 

view of Hamlet as a character whose weakness of will in the 

face of a duty is fatal. As well, this new perception of 

Hamlet differs from the typical view of Russian liberal 

criticism summarized in Belinsky's words on Hamlet as "a 

poetic apotheosis of reflection."

However, Blok's vision of Hamlet significantly evolved 
over time. In Blok's early verse, many of the conflicts of 

the Shakespearean character remain unspoken: despair and

tragic love come to the forefront. In his youth, Blok 

participated in an amateur staging of Hamlet, where he 

played the Danish prince and his future wife Lyubov' 

Dmitrievna Mendeleeva played Ophelia (Gorbynov 18) . Some 

scholars overstress the importance of the tragic love 

motive in Blok's early poems on Hamlet, interpreting Blok's 

Hamlet as a romantic hero for whom the name of the Danish 

prince serves merely as an embellishment, as a way to 

assume a beautiful pose: "While Blok quotes the

Shakespearean character here, he remains first and foremost 

an admirer of his Fair Lady, and Hamlet's words are as if 
borrowed" (Avramenko 151-152).
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Yet there appears to be no clear indication in

Shakespeare whether or not Hamlet is in love with Ophelia; 

in any case, being in love is not a characteristic of

Hamlet, as jealousy is for Othello, for instance. Blok

could have easily picked another literary character had he 

intended to limit himself to the theme of romantic love. 

Hamlet's affection for Ophelia is his last attempt to

reconcile to this world— a hope that is to be shattered, 

whether by Hamlet's own doubts or by Ophelia's treason.

Naming his character "Hamlet," Blok is free to focus 

on his character's love relationship. There is no necessity 

for Blok to quote directly from the "To be or not to be" 

soliloquy or to refer unambiguously to the deeper 

philosophical problematic of the play: Blok's readers were 

fully aware of the presence of this problem in a deeper 

layer of the poem. After two centuries of translations from 

Shakespeare and after going through Russian Hamletism, 
Russian readers no longer needed additional explanation as 

to what other questions are raised in Hamlet. What is new 

for the reader is the connection made by Blok between the 

existential problems and the theme of love, which was in 

itself a serious topic in Russian philosophy of the time. 

In the poetry of preceding periods, the statement "I am 
Hamlet" immediately evokes a specific set of qualities of
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the lyrical hero; now this utterance creates new unexpected 

associations. Blok places a canonical text within the 

contemporary cultural context, actualizing this function of 

the text. The process of interpretation of the 

Shakespearean text has been re-opened.

In the poem "Unfading radiance of the days past" 

("npomejmiMX jjHeii HeMepKHymHM cMflHbeM"), Blok introduces a 
direct quotation from Shakespeare's Hamlet: "The fair

Ophelia! Nymph, in thy orisons / Be all my sins remember'd" 

(in Kronenberg's translation: "Mom rpexn b cbomx cbhthx

MOJIMTBaX, / 0$eJIMH, O HMM$a, nOMHHM") . Use of a 

Shakespearean quotation as direct speech is not typical for 

Blok: normally, Shakespearean quotes are introduced as

epigraphs, thus encoding them as a framework to his poems. 

As Lotman observes regarding this device of deliberately 

including other literary fragments within the main text, 

"it is expected that the reader will unfold the germs of 

this structural constructions [quotations, epigraphs, etc] 

into texts" (2: 159). In this poem, Blok attempts to

provide a key to the theme of Hamlet through the theme of 

Ophelia. The beautiful remembrance refers to earlier days 
when the lyrical hero was not yet aware of his burden and 

impending death.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



208

Yet the 1914 poem, "I'm Hamlet, and my blood runs 

cold", which happens to be the poem with which Blok closed 

his last public reading immediately before his death . in 

1921, is different from the languid images of his early 

poems. In this late poem, love becomes a part of the 

tragedy of the protagonist who is perishing "in the cold 

life of his native land," caught in a deadly "net of 

perfidy":

H— raMJieT. Xojio,qeeT KpoBb,

Korzta njieTeT KOBapcTBO ceTH,

M b cepaue— nepBan JiioOoBb 

)KMBa— k eflMHCTBeHHotf Ha CBeTe.

Te6a, 0$ejrmo mok>

YBdJI flaJieKO 3KM3HM XOJIOfl,

M TMbHy, npHHU, B POJD(HOM KpaiO,

KJIMHKOM O T p aB J ieH H b IM  3 a K O J IO T .

I'm Hamlet, and my blood runs cold 

When intrigue works its deadly art.

First love for her, my one and only 

On earth, still lives within my heart.

Life's cold has borne you, my Ophelia,
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Somewhere a long, long way form here.

I die, a prince in my own country,

Stabbed by a poisoned rapier.

(Tr. by Alex Miller)

Blok's "life's cold" is a direct allusion to the 

"chill of life" from Pushkin's Eugene Onegin (XXXVIII),

where Pushkin offers a candid reflection on human fate, 

stripped of romantic embellishments.

Blok's approach to the topic of Hamlet has been 
further developed by Pasternak. The beginning of 

Pasternak's "Hamlet" the first version of which was written 

some twenty years later, is reminiscent of Blok's poem in 

its subdued expression of disenchantment and hopelessness. 

In the later (1955) version of "Hamlet," now published as 

one of the so-called Yuri Zhivago poems, Pasternak 

introduces a crucial change to the image of the Danish

prince: his Hamlet conscientiously takes on his burden, his 

cross. In Chekhov's time, the claim to be "a Moscow Hamlet" 

could still be perceived as comical, because this was the 

time at which the mask of suffering was eagerly

appropriated by those who found it a convenient cover-up 

for the shallowness and futility of their lives.

Pasternak's Hamlet does not seek suffering for its own
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sake: he prays, like Christ in Gethsemane, that this cup be 

passed from him, yet ultimately accepts his fate as a 

historical necessity. This is how Pasternak understands 

Shakespeare's Hamlet and uses the figure of Hamlet to 

engage previous critical and aesthetic views, in particular 

Goethe's/German Romantic view of a noble but weak-willed 

soul. This is a Hamlet that can be linked to Pasternak's 

lyrical "I". In his "Notes on Translations from

Shakespeare," Pasternak wrote:

Ee3B0JTne Ctuio HeM3BecTHo b meKcnupoBCKoe 

BpeMH. He MHTepecoBajiMCb. . . .  no
MhicjiM DIeKcnnpa, TaMJieT— npMHu k p o b m , hm Ha 

MHHyTy He 3a6biBaiomMM o c b o m x  npaBax Ha 

npecTOJi, SajioBeHb cTaporo ABopa w 

caMOHafleHHHbrii BCJiercTBMe cBoeft CojibmoM 

ojaapeHHocTM caMopo,noK. . . . Cxopee

HanpoTHB, 3pnTejuo npeaocTaBJiHeTCH c y w rb , 

Kax BeJiMKa acepTBa TaMJieTa, earn* npw TaKMX 

BMrax Ha 6y«ymee o h  nocTynaeTcn cbom mm

BuroflaMM p a w  Bbicnien n e w . . . . "TaMjieT"

He upaMa GecxapaKTepHOCTH, h o  upaMa aojira vt 

c a M o o T p e u e H M H . . . . r a u in e T  H 3 C n p a e T C «  b

cyrfaM cBoero BpeMeHH h b  cjiyrn Cojiee
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O T a a jie H H o ro . "T aM J ie T "— ap aM a B b icoK oro

jKpeCMH, 3 a n o B e fla H H o ro  n o n B M ra , B B e p e H H o ro  

n p e jiH a 3 H a ^ e H M H .

Weak will was a phenomenon unknown in 

Shakespeare's day. It was of no interest.

. . . In Shakespeare's eyes Hamlet is a

prince of the blood, who never for the 

moment forgets his right to the throne, had 

been the favorite of the old Court and is a 
man overconfident on account of his natural 

innate talents. . . . The audience is called 
upon rather to judge how great is Hamlet's 

sacrifice, if, given his future prospects, 

he forgoes his advantages for the sake of 

the supreme goal. . . . Hamlet is not a

drama about lack of character but about the 

indebtedness and self-renunciation, 

the will of chance selects Hamlet to be the 

judge of his times and to be the servant of 
time more remote. Hamlet is a drama about 

high destiny and preordained feats (Selected 

writings and letters 227) .
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This view of Hamlet is reflected in Pasternak's 
translation of the Shakespearean play, determining those 

aspects which Pasternak chooses to highlight in the 

translation by a careful selection of words in each 

individual scene. So, for instance in the bedchamber scene, 

("To live / In the rank sweat of an enseamed bed, / Stew's 

in corruption, honeying and making love / Over the nasty 

sty"), Pasternak replaces his early version of the last 

line "UejiOBaTbCfl / Cpejm HaB03a" ("To kiss / Among the 

dung") by the more abstract "JIiodoBaTbCfl / Cb o m m  naaeHbeM" 

("To enjoy looking / At your own downfall") . It has to be 

noted that Pasternak does not generally exhibit a Victorian 
squeamishness: for example, he uses the word "HaB03" in a

lyrical poem about spring. The change in translation is 

made because this tone does not suit Hamlet as Pasternak 

saw him; furthermore, Pasternak underlines Gertrude's 
overall moral degradation rather than focusing on her 

alleged sexual promiscuity as a specific manifestation of 

her downfall.

Even the famous: "Frailty, thy name is woman!"

Pasternak translates as "0 xeHmHHbi, b s m  m m h — BepojiOMCTBO!" 

("0 women, your name is treachery!"), interpreting frailty 

as weakness of the spirit rather than of the flesh and 

relating the conflict to the circle of problems topical for
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Soviet society and important for Pasternak himself. 

Pasternak this raises the discussion of the conflict in 

Shakespeare's play to an existential level, distancing the 

Shakespearean hero from those circumstances which Pasternak 

considers accidental or non-essential. There is no doubt 

that the modernist tradition influences Pasternak's later 
translation of Hamlet, which in its turned contributes to 

the shaping of image of Hamlet in Pasternak's own late 

poetry. This process is a good illustration of the

Shakespearean text as an ongoing generator of meaning

within the Russian poetical tradition.

This evolution allows Pasternak in his own poem 

"Hamlet," to identify his lyrical "I" with Shakespeare's 

Hamlet. While the tragic fate of Blok's Hamlet is not only 

cruel, but meaningless, Hamlet in Pasternak's poem "serves 

a time more remote." Pasternak distances himself from

Goethe's view of Hamlet's burden as being within human

capacity but unsuitable for Hamlet: such a burden as

Pasternak envisages is inordinate for any human being. 

Unlike Blok's early poems, the lyrical hero of Pasternak's 

"Hamlet" rises to the level of high abstraction without 
losing his concrete individual identity. Pasternak's 

lyrical character does not suffer passively; he makes a 

deliberate choice, whereby his suffering gains a purpose.
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This stress on the necessity of individual choice, 

characteristic of Pasternak's philosophy is reminiscent of 

Kierkegaard:

An ethical person knows that the entire life is a 

stage, and every person is meant to play his role 

in it; it depends only on himself to make it just 

as significant and serious in the spiritual sense 

as life of those who have been allotted a place 
in history (Pleasure and Duty 332) .

In this connection, Pasternak's Hamlet might have been also 

triggered by an early poem of Gumilyov's under the title 

"Theatre." Since Pasternak was familiar with contemporary 

writing and was especially close to the circle of Acmeists, 

where Gumilyov belonged, it is quite plausible that 

Pasternak recalled this early poem of Gumilyov's when 

writing his "Hamlet" much later. In Gumilyov's poem, marked 

by a youthful fatalism, God looks down on earth through 

binoculars, as if onto a theater stage, making sure that 

people do not swerve from their parts. Hamlet is doomed 

from the beginning. In Gumilyov's poem "Theatre," the 

rather simplistic human rebellion against the Creator of an 

unjust world is reminiscent of Robert Browning's "Caliban
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upon Setebos." Shakespeare's metaphor of the world as a 

theater is transformed to show life on earth as doomed to 

be unjust. The universe is depicted as a cruel show with 

firmly prescribed parts, where Cain is not expected to have 

remorse and Hamlet is not supposed to know happiness: 

"Hamlet? He must be pale. Cain? He must be rough" ("TaMJieT? 

Oh flOJEiceH CtiTb OjieflHHM. KawH? Tot flOJiaceH CuTb rpybfcod") . 

Just as Shakespeare's "Mousetrap play" within "Hamlet" 

introduces metatextual elements within the text (Lotman 1: 

156), Gumilyov's "Theatre" shows us a staging a process.

But if in Shakespeare the stage director is Hamlet 

himself, in Gumilyov's poem the stage directing is a 

prerogative of a higher power, for which both literary 

characters and the public itself are part of a larger play 

of human life. What is striking here is the juxtaposition 

of Cain, the Biblical character known as the first man to 

commit murder (Genesis 4), and Hamlet, who is therefore 

presented as Cain's archetypal opposite, as someone who 

ultimately rejects murder. The very possibility of giving 

to Hamlet the same universal significance as the Biblical 

character of Cain, hardly imaginable a century earlier, 

shows that Shakespearean character has already become 

widely known by the turn of the twentieth century.
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In Pasternak's poem "Hamlet," the focus is on the 

actor in the role of Hamlet, feeling the binoculars of the 

audience focused onto him. This Hamlet, indistinguishable 

from Pasternak's poetical "I," is projected onto the image 

of Christ. While Gumilyov presents pain and suffering as 

the means of enforcing the prescribed order of things, 

Pasternak introduces another crucial element: human will.

Yes, " . . .  the plan of action is determined, / And the end 

irrevocably sealed" [tr. by L. Pasternak-Slater] ("Ho 

npojiyM aH pacnopH jjoK  nePiCTBim, /  H HeoTBpaTMM KOHeu n y T K " ) , 

but Pasternak's Hamlet, like Christ, knowingly prepares for 

his sacrifice in full awareness of its meaning.

Pasternak's poem also echoes a 1901 sonnet by Bryusov, 

in which destiny is called "a skillful playwright" and the 

lyrical hero claims to appreciate the beauty of the scene 

in which he is to be slain. While Bryusov's poem does not 

contain the idea of a deliberate sacrifice but of 

acceptance of destiny that is constructed as a parallel to 

the inner logic of a play: "The end is unpredictable— and 

unavoidable" ("KoHeu HeraaaHHbiii, a Hen36e3KeH o h "). 

Bryusov's poem ends with a slightly rephrased quotation 

from Shakespeare: "All life's a play" (from Shakespeare's
"All the world's a stage").
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"Bch xn3Hb wrpa". H Mynp w sto npw3Haio,

Obho xejiaHMe bo MHe, b nujiM npocTepTOM, 

y 3 H 3 T b  ,  K a K  n H T b lf t  a K T  p a 3 B H X e O ’ CH C W e T B e p T H M .

"All life's a play." Being wise, I acknowledge this.
One wish I, stretched out in dust, still have

Is to learn how Act Five will finish off Act Four.

In 1894, Bryusov planned to write a play on the 

subject of Hamlet, and in 1898 he was working on some dark 

places in the text of Shakespearean tragedy (Amidst poems 

134-137).

The theme of Ophelia, addressed by almost all Russian 

modernist poets, has an especially important place in the 

poetry of Blok. Following V. Solovyov, Blok appeared as the 

poet of the Eternal Feminine, or the principle of Wisdom 

the Divine Sophia. In the poem "I dreamt of you again" 

( "M H e  c H P tn a c b  cH O Ba th, b U B e T a x ,  H a myMHoft c u e H e " ) ,  the 

remembrance of a biographical event (Lyubov' Mendeleeva, 

Blok's future wife, playing Ophelia in an amateur 

performance in which Blok himself was playing Hamlet) is 
developed not simply as a lyrical poem but as a 

philosophical vision: "Tu yMepjia, bch b p o 3 o b o m  cMHHbM".
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You died, surrounded by a rosy radiance") . The image of a 

concrete woman transcends reality, evolving into a symbol.

An early "Song of Ophelia" (1899) by Blok is 

reminiscent both of a Romantic ballad, known to the Russian 

reader through the translations of Zhukovsky, whose

mysticism strongly influenced the young Blok. Within the 

context of the play, the unexpected expression, "Happy

Denmark," reminds us of folk songs, in which the idealized 

home country is juxtaposed to the hostile foreign lands.

The "black feather" on Hamlet's helm, on the other hand, is 

clearly a stock image from Romantic poetry, as is the motif 

of wandering.

A different vision of Shakespeare's heroine can be 

found in Blok's later poem with the same title "Song of 

Ophelia" (1902), where Ophelia starts speaking of herself

in the third person. The erosion of Ophelia's personality 

by insanity leads to an infantile inability to distinguish 

the self: "I was spoken to, I was, / And X was kissed" ("Co

MHO©, CO MHO© /  TOBOpM JIM  -  M M eH H  U eJ IO B aJ IH  . . . " )  .

This innocence and extreme passivity will come in 

sharp contrast to Tsvetaeva's passionate Ophelia. Ophelia's 

child-like innocence is again referred to in Blok's poem " 

"In the gloom, I went towards cares and gaiety" ("H men b o  

TfaMe k 3aCoTaM h Becenb© . . .") which has an epigraph
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taken from Shakespeare's Hamlet: "Tocicy w rpycTb cTpaaaHMH, 

CaMtiii as, BcS b KpacoTy OHa npeo6pa3MJia." (Kronenberg1 s 

translation of Shakespeare's "Thought and affliction,

passion, hell itself, / She turns to favour and to 
prettiness" in Hamlet IV, v.). The poem, written in the 

first person, ends with a direct question: "Why is it that 

my Ophelia is [but] a child?" ("3aueM amth 0$ejins moh?") 

probably meaning her incapacity to carry the burden of life 

that he, Hamlet, is perceiving so sharply. This poem had an

earlier version, dedicated to Blok's then fiancee Lyubov'

Mendeleeva, in which Blok referred to himself as to "poor 

Hamlet":

And . . . poor Hamlet . . .  I was spellbound 

Awaiting the longed for sweet answer.

W . . . GeflHHM raMJieT. . . « 6hji onapoBaH,
H amaji acejiaHHbift cjiaflocTHtrii oTBeT . . .

In the 1898 poem, "Ophelia in flowers, adorned" 

("0$ejiMH b  UBeTax, b  y6ope"), May roses, a common symbol of 

youth and beauty, are combined in Ophelia's wreath with 

water lilies, the symbol of her impending tragic death. To 

stress the latter connection, Blok uses the unusual term 

"water nymph" ("peuHa« HMM$a") instead of more common
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Russian names for "water lily" (the name of that plant in 

Latin is Nymphaea) . The usage suggests the English version, 

where Hamlet is addressing Ophelia as a "nymph." Within the 

world of Shakespeare's play, it was impossible for Hamlet 

to be at the river immediately after Ophelia had drowned, 

which is the only point where her veil could be seen in the 

waters. Blok does not attempt to provide an "illustration" 

to Shakespeare's Hamlet; the future and the past are 

presented simultaneously, like sequences of a historical 

narrative on a medieval icon.

In Bryusov's poem "Ophelia", which opens with a

quotation from Afanasy Fet's (1820-1892) "0$eJinn rwOjia n 

nejia, /  M nejia, cnjieTan BeHKK, /  C UBeTaMM, BeHKaMM h 

necHbio / Ha aho onycTMjiacb peKM" ("Ophelia was dying and 

singing / And singing, weaving [her] wreaths, / With

flowers, wreaths and songs / She sank to the river's

bottom"), Ophelia is taken as the embodiment of an innocent

victim, brought to her death by the indifferent neglect of 

the modern society. Bryusov describes a young woman, 

probably in modest circumstances, who commits suicide by 
jumping out of the window, and the asphalt on which her 

body lies is compared to the river's bottom. Stressing the 

unromantic nature of his modern heroine's death, Bryusov 

writes "You did not weave the wreaths of an Ophelia, / You
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did not hold fresh flowers in your hands" ("Tu H e  ciuieTajia  

BeHKOB 0$ejinn , / B pyKax He flepxajia CBexnx uBeTOB") .

Yet the asphalt on which the young woman's body lies 

is compared to the river's bottom: "What was that, long

desired, / that you searched for with your roving glance, 

there, on the bottom?" ("Hero x tu xcxajia, jjbbho xejiaHHoro, 

/ SjiyxaaiomHM B3opoM, BHM3y, Ha flHe?") . The title of the 

poem and its epigraph taken from a nineteenth-century poem 

by Fet on Shakespeare's Ophelia makes it clear that while 

some outward signs have changed, the essence of tragedy has 

remained the same. This notion of Shakespeare's heroine as 

a victim of the cruel world is a traditional one, although 

it will be challenged by both Akhmatova and Tsvetaeva. Blok 

had once said that Ophelia, along with Sophia [the heroine 

of Griboedov's Woe from Wit] can remain "nobly silent" 

("6/iaropoflHO MOJivaJiMBH"), but Hamlet is forced to speak too 

much (Beketova 1 7 6 ). In Akhmatova and Tsvetaeva, Ophelia is 

no longer choose to remain restrained; the two female poets 

give voice to both Ophelia and Hamlet.

Akhmatova and Tsvetaeva were the first female 

modernist authors in Russia whose lyrical character could 

bear comparison with Hamlet. For almost the first time in 

Russian literature, the existential problems lie heavily on 

women's shoulders. Many generations of critics have
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considered Onegin and Pechorin to be literary embodiments 

of "superfluous men," but Pushkin's Tatyana or Lermontov's 

Princess Mary were never suggested for that role, though 

the Russian term " jn ra iH ir ii q e J iO B e K "  can be applied to either 

gender.

V. Solovyov noted that if Hamlet had resigned to his 

situation or considered revenge as such unacceptable, there 

would be no tragedy, regardless of the scale of that sorrow 

and the talent of the writer (2: 599) . If Hamlet were able 

to fulfill his task, this would be Hamlet according to 

Sumarokov, with justice restored at the end. For Solovyov, 

Hamlet's tragedy is born out of the contradiction between 

an acutely perceived duty, a feeling of necessity of action 

and the impossibility of fulfilling that duty; the question 

of whether revenge is impossible due to Hamlet's inner 

failings or to external circumstances seems to be 

irrelevant to Solovyov in this context as he does not raise 

it.

This view is close to many of the dilemmas of 

modernism, such as the conflict between the need for 

religion and the perceived impossibility of religious 

feeling in modern man (see Emelianov B., and A. Novikov , 
Russian Philosophy of the Silver Age). Thus, following 

Solovyov's logic, it is only when a woman was recognized as
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having a duty— not merely a social one, a duty to the 

family but as Ibsen's Nora's says, other duties just as 

sacred— a duty to herself, meaning the need for a 
philosophical justification of her life, that female 

authors began to identify themselves with Hamlet.

There are two short poems by Akhmatova united under 

the common title of "Reading Hamlet." One is "recoded" in 

the Russian poetic vocabulary of the nineteenth century. It 

starts with a word play not possible in Shakespeare's 
Hamlet'. Ophelia breaks with established etiquette, 

addressing Hamlet in the informal second personal pronoun. 

The subtle play between the choice of formal or informal 

second person pronoun has been described since Pushkin; by 

Tolstoy's time it could be revoked as a cliche. The 

introduction of this theme into a poem connected to a play 

by Shakespeare clearly signals to the reader the beginning 

of a literary experiment.

Many expressions employed by Akhmatova ("shadow of a 

smile," "dear features," "a gaze lightning up") belong to 

the Russian Romantic vocabulary reminiscent of Fet. It is 

perhaps this choice of vocabulary that causes the entire 

poem to be misinterpreted as a traditional portrayal of 

Ophelia, with stress on maidenly modesty and sensitivity of 

feeling bordering on sentimentality. A closer analysis of
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the text, however, will show that Akhmatova has set herself 

a more challenging task. Ophelia admits that she addressed 

Hamlet in the familiar form "as if by mistake," meaning not 

by mistake, but on purpose ("M xax CyflTo no omMOxe, / H 

cxa3ajia «tu»") . This causes only a "shadow of a smile" 

( "■ re H b  yjifai6KH") on Hamlet's face. The desired response has 

not been received: Hamlet rejects her feeling. Ophelia

retreats, reverting to the safety of a sisterly affection, 

free of erotic undertones: "I love you like forty tender

sisters" ("H juo6jik> TeC«, xax copox / JlacxoBhix cecTep"). 

Similarly Tsvetaeva's description of sister as absence of 

suffering— not that she does not suffer, but she does not 
cause suffering. Yet the heroine comes out undefeated, for 

she is somehow endowed with Akhmatova's power of 

abstraction. The mention of sisterly love may be a way of 

preserving her dignity, acting as if there had been no 

disgrace of a rejected feeling; it may also be reassurance 

for Hamlet to remove the element of threat. Knowing 

Akhmatova's love for literary inversions this can be seen, 

hypothetically, as Akhmatova's "reconstitution" of a scene 

presumably omitted in Shakespeare to which Hamlet's "forty 

thousand brothers / Could not, with all their quantity of 

love, / Make up my sum" in the scene of Ophelia's burial 

could be a response, a recollection. By his own account,
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Hamlet notably did not know how to write love poetry. When 

challenging Laertes to describe his feelings for his lost 

sister, Hamlet is at loss for words himself, coming up only 

with inadequate suggestions as "eat a crocodile." Hamlet 

quantitative expression of love (viewed as a sign of his 

emotional adequacy e.g. by Pasternak and Tsvetaeva) could 

be a recollection of the words once said by Ophelia. Hamlet 

rejects Ophelia’s love, losing his last chance of 

maintaining a link with the outside world, his last 

opportunity to trust someone. Mandelstam once compared 

literary work to Brussels lace, "its essence being that 

which supports the pattern: the air, the holes, the gaps." 

Akhmatova charts out those empty spaces, identifying for 

the reader the gaps she was able to discover in 
Shakespeare's work.

The theme of Hamlet reappears in Akhmatova's Poem 

Without a hero, a narrative poem started in 1943 and 

revised over the years, almost until the poet's death in 

1966. Yet the very fact that Akhmatova returns to 

Shakespearean images in a poem that means so much to her, 

seems to indicate that the connection to Shakespeare's 
heritage is never severed. A reference to Hamlet appears in 

a rather unexpected context in Part II. 5. of the Poem 

Without a Hero:
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A b o  cHe Bee Ka3ajiocb, u t o  s t o  

H nmny pjir Koro-To jmbpeTTO,

H OTCOH OT My3UKM H e T .

A Be,nb c o h — 3 t o  Toace Bemnua,

Soft embalmer, Cm h h h  nTHua,
3 jib C H H o p c K M X  T e p p a c  n a p a n e T .

And in my dream it seemed

That what I was writing was a libretto

for somebody,
And the music refused to stop.

But a dream— is also something real,

Soft embalmer, Blue Bird,

The parapets and terraces of Elsinore.
(tr. by Hemschemeyer)

After stating the dream is "something real,” Akhmatova 

refers to various foreign works to support her paradoxical 

statement: "Soft embalmer" (written in English in the

original) is taken from Keats' sonnet "To Sleep"; "Blue 

Bird" is a clear allusion to Maurice Maeterlink's play in 

which events occur in a land of dreams; the parapets of 

Elsinore, of course, are the place where Hamlet meets the 
ghost of his father. The reader is thus progressively taken
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from the idea of sleep as a fantasy realm to a parallel 
reality in the other world, the final sleep of Hamlet's "To 

be or not be. " Real events, subconscious emotions, literary 

experiences and reflection on a non-physical realm all 

merge together to express the inner state of Akhmatova's 

lyrical hero.
In the Poem Without a Herof Akhmatova makes another 

unusual reference to Hamlet within her fantastical 

description of the New Year's eve in 1913: " H t o  M H e

F a M J ie T O B b I nO£BH3KM, /  H T O  MHe B H X p b  COJlOMeMHOM nJIHCKK, /

H t o  MHe nocTynb XeJie3HOH m b c k m , /H erne no*ejie3Heii Tex"

("What to me are Hamlet's garters! / What to me the

whirlwind of Salome's dance, / What to me the tread of the 

Man in the / Iron Mask! / I am more iron than they") [Tr. 

by Hemschemeyer] . The reference to Hamlet's garters must 

have been taken from Ophelia's description of Hamlet 

appearing at her door immediately after the encounter with 

the Ghost: " . . .  his stockings foul'd / Ungartered, and 

down-gyved to his ancle" (II, i.).
Akhmatova makes this detail a powerful symbol of the 

cycle of violence and destruction that is about to begin. 
She dates the events in this part of the poem back to 1913, 

just before the First World War and, subsequently, the 
October revolution; from Akhmatova's perspective some
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thirty years later, time will be "out of joint" for Russia 

very soon. Yet this is more than a comment on contemporary 

events: As Akhmatova shows us Hamlet through Ophelia's

eyes, the reader is now able to consider it believable that 

Ophelia saw in Hamlet's disorderly dress not only a 

shocking breach of the court etiquette or even a sign of 

Hamlet unstable emotions, but the beginning of a 

catastrophe. The omniscience of the author is communicated 

to her heroine, just as it happened in an earlier poem 

"Reading Hamlet": "You said to me: Well then, get thee to a 
nunnery / Or go marry a fool" ("Tu CKa3aji MHe: "Hy hto jk. 

Hum b MOHacTbipb / Mjim 3aMy* 3a .qypaica . . ."). In response,
the heroine transcends the limits set for her by the play, 

giving her reply from the position of a greater experience: 

"Princes always say only things like these" ("IlpMHuu TOJibKO 

Taxoe Bceraa roBopHT").

Lidia Chukovskaya once said that Akhmatova always 

emerges undefeated in her poem (3: 146-47). The female

protagonist may be defeated, but Akhmatova's lyrical hero 

is undefeated at least by virtue of being capable of 

removing herself from the situation, to analyze it from a 

distance.

Another unexpected mention of Ophelia may be found in 
one of Akhmatova's latest poems, "An elegy before spring"
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(1963) : "Ho, nt>«HaH w 6e3 b m h s ,  / TaM, c j io b h o  0$ejiMH, nejia 
/ Bcio Howb HaM caMa TMfflMHa" ("But, intoxicated without 

wine, / There, like Ophelia, / silence itself sang for us 

all night long") . The silence is paradoxically compared to 

a song. Ophelia's singing is devoid' of meaning, it is no 

longer a purposeful speech with various elements of 

meaning. The impact of Ophelia's song on us does not rely 

on semantics; it is only communication of pure emotion, not 

thought. This primeval quality links silence with the mad 

song, both of which serve as a premonition of a tragic end.

Tsvetaeva also turns to the theme of Hamlet and 

Ophelia more than to any other Shakespearean theme. She 
always stresses the importance of Hamlet to her: "When

Hamlet's "To be or not to be" is pronounced ironically, I 

choke from disdain"— "a uyBCTByio 3auoxHOBeHMe npe3peHHfl" 

(Unpublished 21 A) .

For Tsvetaeva, Shakespeare was always associated with 

earthly passions. "I am frightened that all of Racine and 

all of Shakespeare will not suffice for such a grief" 

("BoKJCb, w t o  Mano itnn Taicotf 6effji Bcero PacMHa m Bcero 

nieKcnnpa!") . Here, Shakespeare represents the lyrical 

principle, the emotional charge of individual tragedy. 

Akhmatova, too, similarly juxtaposes Sophocles and 
Shakespeare in her Poem Without a Hero, where Sophocles
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stands for the fate of her country, and Shakespeare for her 
personal suffering: "Soon I will need a lyre, / But that of 

Sophocles, not Shakespeare. / At the threshold stands—  

Destiny" (tr. by Hemschemeyer) . (CKopo MHe Hy*Ha 6y.neT 

jiwpa, / Ho Co$OKJia yace, He ineKcnnpa, / Ha nopore c t o m t —  

CyflbOa.)

One of the first gifts of Tsvetaeva to her husband was 

a volume of Shakespeare; later in her works she will 

compare Sofia Parnok, whom she considered to be one of 

great loves of her life, to all the heroines of 

Shakespeare's tragedies. Anna Saakiants in her monograph on 

Tsvetaeva, Marina Tsvetaeva. Her Work and Art, uses the 

expression "Shakespearean passions," "Shakespearean nature" 

more than ten times when referring Tsvetaeva's own life. It 

seems likely that Tsvetaeva would not have been displeased 

by such a comparison.

It is traditionally assumed that Tsvetaeva identified 

herself with Ophelia (e.g. Saakiants, Makin). This would be 

an oversimplified, if not an inaccurate, approach to the 

theme of Hamlet and Ophelia in Tsvetaeva's work. Both 

Tsvetaeva's private life and her lyrical poetry are 

characterized by an exploration of both a male and a female 

point of view (see a detailed outline of this issue e.g. in 
Poliakova's Days of Twilight).
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In Tsvetaeva's poems about Hamlet, these two 

perspectives meet without necessarily clashing; the two 

figures sides of the poet's personality, engaging in an 

inner dialogue. Tsvetaeva once defined Hamlet as a 

"philosopher, and not a poet, that is a man of questions, 

and not of answers" ("rauneT— $mjioco$, a He nosT, to ecTb 

nejiOBeK BonpocoB, a He oTBeTOBn) (Unpublished 474). In her 

poems on Hamlet, while speaking sometimes in Ophelia's and 

sometimes in Hamlet's voice, Tsvetaeva essentially takes 

upon herself Hamlet's task of asking questions to which 

there can be no answer. Two poems "Ophelia— to Hamlet" 

("0$eju4H— rauneTy" and "Ophelia— in defense of the Queen" 

("0$ejiHH— b 3aiqnTy KopojieBu") are written in the voice of 

Ophelia, who is entrusted with all the sensual longings of 

Tsvetaeva's lyrical heroine, in contrast to the ephemeral 

Ophelia of Russian symbolist poetry. Addressing Hamlet, 

Tsvetaeva's Ophelia stresses the value of earthly life, 

unexpectedly sharpening the "to be or not to be" 

contradiction. Ophelia compares Hamlet to a decaying book; 

other grim images of decay abound (bones, dust, lime, wormy 
soil).

For Tsvetaeva, romantic love embodies the freedom of 

an individual choice, the connection to the world; 

therefore, Gertrude's very capacity to love justifies her
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existence. Hamlet's insistence that Gertrude should prefer 

a "good" statesman to a "bad" one are based on the premises 

that exclude an understanding of such love. Claudius is 

incapable of love, and Hamlet himself ends up rejecting 

love. Tsvetaeva's Ophelia rejects this false logic: "It is 

not your mind's business / To judge inflamed blood" ("He 

Bamero pasyMa jte.no / CyjmTb BOcnajieHHy© xpoBb") .

As in Akhmatova, Tsvetaeva's Ophelia clearly oversteps 

the limits set for the Shakespearean heroine within the 

play. The Russian word "pa3yM" can mean both "mind" and 

"reason": thus, according to Tsvetaeva, it is not the

business of reason to judge passion. Hamlet repeats the 
mistake of applying mathematical logic inappropriately when 

speaking of his love for Ophelia as stronger than the love 

of forty thousand brothers. Passion is not measured by 

mathematical quantities as Tsvetaeva will again stress in 

"Hamlet's dialogue with his conscience": "— But I loved her 

/ like forty thousand... /— Still/Less than one lover" ("Ho h 

ee jhoOhji, / Kax copox t u c h w . . .— MeHbme/ Bee *, veM ojimh

juoGo b h m x") .

The conflict between ideal and real love always has a 
prominent place in Tsvetaeva's work, as may be seen in Part 

II ("Letter") of her Phaedra'. "Quench my soul— thus, quench 

my lips!" ("Ytojiw mo© jtymy— HTax, yrojiM ycia!") as well as
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from her letters and diaries which permit reconstructing 

Tsvetaeva's personal struggles. Thus Tsvetaeva entrusts to 

Hamlet one of the philosophical problems that is so painful 

for her as a poet and a human being. Even in Phaedra, she 

originally planned to give to Hippolytus some Hamletian 

features (Saakiants 486) .

Although Tsvetaeva eventually rejects the idea of 

making her Hippolytus resemble Hamlet the fact that she 

considered this possibility shows that, in Tsvetaeva's 

mind, Hamlet is connected to the problem of spirit and 
passion,— a problem that Tsvetaeva incessantly struggle 

with. Indeed, a reference to Phaedra appears in Tsvetava's 
"Ophelia— in defense of the Queen": "Still greater was the

guilt of Phaedra; / They sing of her until this day" 

("TH*e.ne BMHOBHafl— <5eflpa: / 0 Heft h noHtiHe noiOT") .

While these lines are ascribed to Ophelia, it is clear 

that the daughter of Polonius would hardly been able to 

utter them, even if we admit the possibility of Ophelia's 

familiarity with Euripides; besides, Racine's Phedre, a 

major source for Tsvetaeva, was written after Shakespeare's 

death. Tsvetaeva's lyrical hero does not simply voice 

Ophelia's reproaches to Hamlet, but also faces those 

reproaches and attempts to grasp them. The poem ends with 

Ophelia suddenly shuddering at the thought of another
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explanation of Hamlet1s behavior that seems plausible to 

her: perhaps it is not the triumph of cold reason, but the 

triumph of an illegitimate passion that Hamlet is trying to 

suppress, his incestual attraction to Gertrude that 

explains his rejection of Ophelia, and, with her, of life. 

Instead of an answer, the poet has presented us with a new 

question.

"Ophelia— to Hamlet" and "Ophelia— in defense of the 

Queen" has been followed by a poem under the title 

"Hamlet's dialogue with his conscience." This latter poem 

transforms the discussion from the Hamlet-Ophelia dialogue 

to an internal dialogue. Ophelia is no longer alive, yet, 

as she herself had predicted in the earlier poem, "Ophelia- 

-to Hamlet," her death makes Hamlet question his former 

beliefs. The theme is not exhausted simply by giving a 

voice to Ophelia's complaint. Martin Buber speaks of love 

as a move from the impersonal "to have" to the individual 

"to be" (qtd. in Averintsev 120); Tsvetaeva seems to adopt 

a similar view, linking Hamlet's rejection of life to 

rejection of existence.

Both Tsvetaeva's literary works and her private notes 

demonstrate her ability to defend with the same conviction 

both sides of the passion/spirit dilemma. In a letter to
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R. G u l1 from June 27, 1928, Tsvetaeva in s is ts  on the

ir re le v a n c e  o f e a r th ly  passions in  th e  face o f  a r t :

O cH O B a T B o p v e c T B a — j j y x .  f l y x ,  o t o  H e  n o j i ,  BHe  n o jia  

. . . " B o x e c T B e H H a a  K O M e w « " — n o ji?  . . . <DaycT—

nOJI? . . . IlOJI, 3TO TO, *JTO flOJDKHO CblTb

nepeOopoTO, ruioTb, sto t 6 , *jto h oTpacajo.

The b a s is  o f c re a tio n  is  s p i r i t .  S p i r i t  is  th a t  

which is  not gender, i t  is  beyond gender . . .

The Divine Comedy— is  i t  about gender? Faust—  

gender? . . . Gender is  th a t  which should be

overcome; f le s h  is  th a t  which I  dust o f f  my fe e t  

(S aakiants  352) .

Furtherm ore, the c o n f l ic t  o f  id e a l  and r e a l  lo ve  leads  

to  the  genera l r e f le c t io n  on the  human c o n d itio n , which was 

c e n tra l in  a l l  m odernist w r it in g s . Th is t r a g ic  d u a l i t y ,  so 

sh arp ly  p erce iv ed  in  m odernist l i t e r a t u r e ,  may be 

i l lu s t r a t e d  through Kafka 's image ( in  h is  Oktavheften) o f a 

man a ttach ed  by a chain  to  both e a r th  and heaven, unable to

break fre e  from e i t h e r  o f  them and h e s ita n t to  e x p la in  h is

s itu a t io n  sim ply by c a l l in g  h is  attachm ent to  e a rth  a 

m istake:
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Er ist ein freier und gesicherter Biirger der 

Erde, denn er ist an eine Kette gelegt, die lang 

genug ist, um ihm alle irdischen R&ume 
freizugeben, und doch nur so lang, dap nichts ihn 

tiber die Grenzen der Erde reipen kann. 

Gleichzeitig aber ist er auch ein freier und 

gesicherter Btirger des Himmels, denn er ist auch 

an eine ahnlich berechntete Himmelskette gelegt. 

Will er nun auf die Erde, drosselt ihn das 

Halsband des Himmels, will er in den Himmmel, 

jenes der Erde. Und trotzdem hat er alle 

Mdglichkeiten und ftihlt es; ja, er weigert sich 

sogar, das Ganze auf einen Fehler bei der ersten 

Fesselung zuruckzuftihren (1: 380) .

Summarizing Tsvetaeva's view on Hamlet and Ophelia, 

Saakiants writes:

[Tsvetaeva's lyrical heroine], transformed into 

the mad Ophelia, receives a gift of sight and 

starts despising that "virgin [Hamlet] . . . who

chose the dead over the living love. Moreover, 

Tsvetaeva's Ophelia defends Gertrude, justifies
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her and because of that despises the Danish prince 
with his fruitless musings even further" (339).

While Saakiants1 observations are just, it is not possible 

believe that the dilemma is solved for Tsvetaeva once and for 

all. Insistence on "fruitless musings" and yearning for a pure 

"bridge between two souls" occupy an equal space in Tsvetaeva's 

work with a defense of earthly passions. These two aspects of 
her lyrical heroine, rather like Hesse's Narcissus and

Goldmund, lead to a deeper understanding of Tsvetaeva's open- 

ended interpretation of Shakespeare's work.

"THE BLOOD-SMEARED HONOR OF A BREAK-UP" (OTHELLO AND 

DESDEMONA)

The theme of Othello and Desdemona, though not

developed in the same depth as that of Hamlet, has inspired 

several noteworthy poetic experiments. One of the most 

untraditional treatments of the theme of Othello and

Desdemona is given in Gumilyov's "Morning chat" ("YTpeHHHs 

O o j i t o b h h ") (1912?) . The title itself warns us that we are 

dealing with an interpretation of a dream. Indeed, the 

female protagonist is retelling her dream in which she is
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projected into the world of Shakespeare's Othello and is 

both able to observes Shakespeare's characters from a 

distance and identifies herself with Desdemona.

The details are not only unrealistic; they contradict 

even the conventions established within Shakespearean 

tragedy. So, for instance, there is a description of secret 

meetings by moonlight, an opportunity which Shakespeare 

never granted to his Othello and Desdemona: "River bank,

willows / In the moonlight . . . One does not come to the

river at night / Without love" ("Beper, m b u  / Ilpn nyHe. . . 

K HO^HOMy CKjroHy / He npuxojtHT, He jtjoO h ") . Othello in 

Gumilyov's poem does not bear sufficient resemblance to 

Shakespeare's Othello: "Othello was there. / He is

handsome" ("Etui OTejuio / Oh  KpacuB) . Within the decidedly 

subjective world of Shakespeare's play, we never see a 

description of Othello as handsome. Perhaps he could be 

perceived as such only in the eyes of Desdemona, though her 

inclination towards someone not "of her own clime, 

complexion, and degree" (III, iii.) provokes suspicion of 
intemperance.

The unexpected question recognizing the duality of the 

heroine and her dreamlike projection into Ophelia, "Was he 

worthy of the two of you? / Was he resembling the 
moonlight?" ("Bejji jth oh Bac jctByx aoctomh? / Btui jm o h  xax
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jryHuaPi CBeT?") prompts a seemingly irrelevant response: 

"Yes, he is a warrior / and a poet" ("fla, o h  b o m h  /  H 

nosT"). Shakespeare's text, however, does not contain any

indication that Othello is a poet. Perhaps this paradoxical

statement is taken from the information that he won 

Desdemona over by telling her of his woes:

And bade me, if I had a friend that loved her,

I should but teach him how to tell my story,

And that would woo her; Upon this hint I spake:

She loved me for the dangers I had past;

And I loved her that she did pity them (I, iii.)

However, it remains unclear whether the effect that

Othello's stories have on Desdemona can be credited to 

their artistic presentation rather than to the dramatic

nature of his experiences as such. Even if Othello's own

acknowledgment— "Rude am I in my speech" (I, iii.)— is to

be taken as a decorous exaggeration, any reference to 

Othello having any special poetic gift would still be

missing. Therefore, the poem cannot be seen an illustration 

to Shakespeare's play: the image of Othello is approximated 

to the lyrical persona of Gumilyov, and his female

conversational partner attempts to fit their relationship

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



240

into the paradigm of the Shakespearean text— an attempt 
that she herself briskly rejects at the end of the poem, as 

if in recognition that this paradigm may be applied only in 
the "mirror" reality of a dream.

Tsvetaeva's "Poem of the end" ("riosMa KOHua"), 1924, 

dedicated to a real-life break-up with her lover, contains 

a highly original reference to Shakespeare. In the poem, 

Tsvetaeva's lyrical heroine declines her lover's courteous 

yet insincere attempt to ascribe to her the initiative for 

ending the relationship; for Tsvetaeva, this cunning 

misrepresentation of the facts is no less painful than the 

break-up itself:

. . . M T 3 K --npOCTHMCH,

CKa3ajin Bbi? (Kax njiaTOK,

B tjac cjiaaocTHoro OecvMHCTBa 

ypOHeHHblM . . . )

So— farewell,

you said? (— Like that handkerchief,
Lost in the moment

of a sweet shamelessness . . .)
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Tsvetaeva's sarcasm relies on the reader's 

understanding that the loss of Desdemona's handkerchief 

during a forbidden encounter is a non-event, an artificial 

construction created with a malicious purpose. The poet 

contrasts the handkerchief as a common real life object and 

as symbolic object, which, for Othello, comes to embody 

Desdemona's unfaithfulness and with it the destruction of 

his ideal. The clash of the literal and symbolic values 

over an ordinary object proves deadly for Shakespeare's 

heroine; Tsvetaeva leads us to a realization that, because 

the protagonists of her poem also lack a common referent, 

their dialogue inevitably leads to a tragedy. The reader is 

meant not simply to decipher a code provided by Tsvetaeva 

through an allusion from Shakespeare, but to bring into 

Tsvetaeva's text multiple layers of connotations. Moreover, 

by seeing Shakespearean characters against the background 

of a modern drama, the reader gains the experience of yet 

another reading of Shakespeare.

"AND LOVE HAS OUTWEIGHTED ALL" (ANTHONY AND CLEOPATRA)

Although references to Cleopatra are not infrequent in 

Russian modernist poetry, Akhmatova's "Cleopatra"
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("KneonaTpa") (1940) may be the most telling example as it 

develops the theme more fully than in most other cases, It 

is apparent Akhmatova's "Cleopatra" is influenced by 

Shakespeare (both by the original version and by Pushkin's 

take on it) rather than by other sources on the legendary 

Egyptian Queen. Since this poem by Akhmatova is rather 

short, it should be useful to cite it in full:

A jie iccaH cpw iicK M e u e p T o rw  

riOKpbina c jra jto cT H aH  T e H b .  

nywKKH.

yace ueJiO B ajia  Ah t o h m h  MepTBbie ry O a ,

y * e  Ha KOJieHHX n p e B  A B rycT O M  cjie3U  j im ia  . . .

M n p e ^ a jiM  o n y r n .  T p o x o u y T  nodeBHbie TpyObi 

riOB p H M C K H M  OpjIOM, M  B e u e p H H H  CTeJieTCH MTJia.

H b x o b m t  n o c jieB H H fi n jieH eH H u ft e e  K pacoToro ,

BhlCOKMft H CTaTHWM, H UienHeT B CMHTeHMM o h :

"Te6«— Kax paObiHio . . .  b TpnyM$e nonuieT npeB

coOoio . . . "
Ho men JieOfwcbeii B ee Tatcace cn o xo eH  HaKJiOH.

A 3 a B T p a  B e T e n  3aicyK>T. 0, x a x  Majio o c T a n o c b  

Eii BeJia Ha C B eT e— eme c mjokmkom  nom yTMTb  

H HepHyra 3M eftK y , x a x  6yB TO  npomaJibHyro * a j io c T b ,

Ha CM yrjiyro  rpyBb paBHOBymHOw pyKOM nojioaoiTb.
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Cleopatra

Alexandria's palaces

Were covered with sweet shade.

Pushkin

She had already kissed Anthony's dead lips,

And on her knees before Augustus had poured out 

her tears . . .

And the servants betrayed her. Victorious trumpets blare 

Under the Roman eagle, and the mist of evening drifts.

Then enters the last captive of her beauty,
Tall and grave, and he listens in embarrassment:

"You— like a slave . . . will be led before him in 

in the triumph . . . "

But the swan's neck remains peacefully inclined.

And tomorrow they'll put the children in chains. Oh,

How little remains 

For her to do on earth— joke a little with this boy [sic!] 

And, as if in a valedictory gesture of compassion,

Place the black viper on her dusky breast with an 

indifferent hand.

(Tr. by Hemschemeyer)
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In 1940, the poem was published with an epigraph from 

Shakespeare's Anthony and Cleopatra. Presently the poem is 

published with only one epigraph, that from Pushkin's 
Egyptian Nightsf but the connection to Shakespeare also 

remains. "How little she has left to do on earth / Just to 

exchange jokes with a peasant . . . "  ("O, xax Maxto

ocrajiocfa, / EPi aejia Ha CBeme— eme c mjokmkom nomyrHTb . . .

") . This detail, so strikingly out of line with Classicist 

aesthetics, appears to be taken from Shakespeare's scene in 

which Cleopatra talks with the peasant about the "Joy of the 

Worm." Akhmatova herself pointed to the connection with 

Shakespeare and planned to show the poem to Mikhail 

Lozinsky, a well-respected translator of Shakespeare and to 

ask for his opinion (Chukovskaya 2:59).

Akhmatova's Cleopatra corresponds to the viewpoint

expressed by Goddard that Shakespeare's Cleopatra had

already decided to commit suicide even before confirming her 

suspicions about Caesar’s plans regarding her destiny; the 

information that Caesar is to send her as a captive in his 

triumphal procession only validates the correctness of the 

choice Cleopatra had made earlier (61). In Akhmatova,

kissing the dead lips of Anthony (corresponding to the 

Russian custom of giving a ceremonial kiss to the dead 

person before the coffin is closed), kneeling in tears
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before Caesar, and being betrayed by her servants are all 

listed as an expected sequence of events, which is 

highlighted by the repetition of the word "already" and by 

the use of imperfective verb forms in Russian for "to kiss" 

and "to shed (tears)" and the perfective form for the verb 

meaning "to betray." Boris Gasparov described the 

imperfective aspect as allowing the speaker to express an 

internal, subjective perspective on the situation being 

described. Such a position projects an "existential" view of 

the world; it views life as a "continuous experience into 

which every person (including the speaker) is inextricably 

immersed" (195).

"The last man conquered by her [Cleopatra's] beauty" 

enters, murmuring almost the exact words of Shakespeare's 
Dolabella: "You as a slave... in a triumph he will send before 

him." (Shakespeare; "You with your children will he send 

before"). Akhmatova's Cleopatra remains calm; the asp she 

applies to her breast is compared to a "farewell caress" 

("xax 6yjrro npomajibHyio xajiocTb"), echoing Shakespeare's "As 
sweet as balm, as soft as air, as gentle."

Susan Mert argues that the poem has political 

allusions: Akhmatova sees herself— and the whole nation—

defeated by the Stalinist regime (11). This interpretation 

could serve as a key to Akhmatova' s understanding of
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Shakespeare's Cleopatra in the final scene of the play. 

Certainly, Akhmatova had no illusions about the lot that she 

can expect from the regime. Projecting an image from 

Shakespeare onto the historical context of Soviet Russia, 

Akhmatova singles out the theme of preserving one's 

individuality in the face of tyranny, even if at the price 

of life.

Shakespeare's image functions in a completely 

different manner within the context of Russian pre­

revolutionary culture in Blok's "Cleopatra" ("KneonaTpa") 
(1907) . This poem is dedicated to a common motif in 

modernist poetry— the pettiness and banality of modern life 

and the unromantic nature of suffering. "The drunken and 

brutish crowd" ("Tojmoio nbHHOM h HaxajibHon") rushes to the 

wax figure museum in St. Petersburg where a wax likeness of 

Cleopatra is one of the major attractions. While idle 

onlookers "continuously whisper shameless words" about 

Cleopatra ("rnenMyT HeycraHHO / 0 Heft CeccTbWHbie cjiOBa"), 

Blok's lyrical hero enters into a dialogue with Cleopatra. 

The dialogue, consciously placed on the border between 

imagination and reality, ends with Cleopatra's sarcastic 

comment on her fate in this modern world, which knows no 
awe:
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Tor.ua h MCToprajia rpo3H.

Tenepfa wcroprHy x rynePi Bcex 

y nfaHHoro noGTa— cjie3u, 

y ribHHOfl apOCTMTyTKM cMex.

Some time ago I provoked trembling 

Now I provoke, more than anyone,

Tears from a drunken poet,

Laughter from a drunken prostitute.

This final stanza of Blok's poem echoes the lines of 

Shakespeare:

The quick comedians

Extemporally will stage us, and present

Our Alexandrian revels; Anthony

Shall be brought drunken forth, and I shall see
Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness

I'the posture of a whore. (V,ii)

For Blok, this degradation of a high drama show 

symbolized the growing superficiality of the modern world 

In Blok's view, strongly stated e.g. in his article 

"Lightning of Art" ("Mojihmk HcicyccTBa") (written in 1909 and
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revised in 1918), technological progress is in reality an 

aggressive, destructive force, inextricably linked to the 

demise of culture:

Civilization is growing. At the turn of the 

century Balzac spoke of a "human comedy." . . .

Now it is a street farce. . . .  Do you know that 

every screw in a machine, every turn of the bolt, 

every new achievement of technology breeds a 

global mob? (6:303).

L( MBMJi M3apacTf i T .  B Hayajie Beica Eajib3aK roBopmi 

o "vejioBeyecKoft KOMejtMM." .  . . Tenept— yjiMVHbiM

$apc. . . . 3HaeTe jim b m , m t o  Kalman raMxa b

MaumiHe, Kaamuft noBopoT BMHTa, Kaaynoe HOBoe 

3aBoeBaHne TexHHKM njiojruT BceMnpHyro yepHb?

Anticipating the time when "art, in its turn, will 

fall victim to an unheard of destruction" (6: 304) (a

prophesy that will soon come true in Russia), Blok turned 

to Shakespeare in order to warn of the dangers faced by 

humanistic art.
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"EARTH BUBBLES"

There are, however, a few by far less known instances 

in which Shakespearean images are used, independent of 

their historical or political connotations. For instance, 
Blok used an image from Macbeth, "earth bubbles," without 

an obvious link to the main problematic of this 
Shakespearean play. In Shakespeare, "earth bubbles" are the 

witches, capable of foretelling the future. Blok takes 

"earth bubbles" as the title of his 1907 cycle of poems and 

prefaces it with a quotation from Kronenberg's translation 

of Macbeth (I, iii) : "3eMJifl, icaic w Bojga, coaep^MT ra3bi, / M 

3to 6bum ny3brpn 3eMJin." (Literal translation: "Earth, just

as water contains gases, and these were bubbles of the 

earth") . In the original: "The earth hath bubbles, as the 

water has, / And these are of them." In the introduction to 

the collection of poem Unexpected joy, which included poems 
of the Earth Bubbles cycle, Blok said:

n p o G y riM B in a H C H  3 e M J i«  BbiBojaw T H a  n e c H u e  o n y in x M  

M aJieH faK M X M O X H a T H X  C y m e C T B  . . .  H n p H B H 3 a J !C H  K 

h u m  TOJifaKO 3a t o ,  m t o  o h m — noOpoflymHbie M 

G e C C J IO B e C H U e  T B a p M ,  n p M B H 3 a H H O C T b lO  M O JIW ajIM B O M ,
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ym ejm neft b c e 6 s  pymi, a j i h  K O T o p o w  Mnp— O a j i a r a H ,  

n o 3 o p n m e  . . .

The awakening earth brings to the edge of forest

some small furry creatures . . .  I developed an

affection for them only because they are good-

natured and silent creatures,— the affection of a 

taciturn self-absorbed soul for whom the world is 

a show-booth, a spectacle (2: 315).

For Blok, "earth bubbles" stand for the philosophical 

apprehension of nature, which is contrasted to the show 
booth of human life. In Blok's image of the world as a 

"show booth, a spectacle" contains an echo of Shakespeare's 

famous definition of the world as a stage. Blok clearly 

sides with this view.

Blok opens his poem "The show booth" ("SajiaraH") 

(1906) with an epigraph taken from the Russian translation 

of Dumas pore's play "Kean" (1836) about the famous 

Shakespearean actor Edmund Kean: "Well, old chap, let's go 

/ Take on your Shakespeare!" ("Hy, CTapaa Kjinua, noftaeM /

JloMaTb TBoero UleKcnwpa!") The mentioning of "rot" that eats

away at the soul ("B TaiiHMK flymvt npoHMKjia njieceHt") refers
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the reader back to the famous "Something is rotten in the 

state of Denmark"(I, iv) .

The theme of human beings as actors continues to be 
the focal point of Blok's poem:

. . . AKTepw, npaBBTe peMecjio,

q<ro6bI OT MCTMHH XOJIflVeft 
BceM CTaJio 60Jib ho m CBeTjio!

B TaHHMK .nymn npoHHKJia nneceHb,

Ho Haĵ o njiaxaTb, neTb, m a t h ,

Ht o 6  b p a ii m o m x  3aMopcKMX n e c e n  

OTKpbUIMCb TOpHbie nyTM.

. . . And players, practice well your art 

That the itinerant truth may surely 

Bring joy and grief to every heart.

There's rot deep in the soul's recesses,

But we must weep, sing, ride along 

That easy paths be opened up to 

The heaven of my alien song.

(Tr. by Alex Miller)

These lines bear resemblance to Hamlet's instructions 
to the actors regarding "holding the mirror up to nature"
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(Hamlet III, i) . The notion of an artist's duty to remain 

true to his calling and to life became one of the central 

themes in Blok's poetry. As for Pasternak years later, this 

topic for Blok was linked to Shakespeare. The "joy and 

grief" caused to the public (more closely translated as 

"pain and light"), reminiscent of Hamlet's "I must be 

cruel, only to be kind" (III, iv), further support the idea 

of art as a purifying element. As Cox aptly observers, "The 

human condition is such that when human suffering is seen 

in a literary work to be the product of absolute necessity, 

it affords some insight, some liberation— if not to the 

hero, at least to the audience. This insight or liberation 
is apparently what Aristotle means by catharsis and what 

Jaspers means by transcendence" (7) .

Another example of a Shakespearean allusion subtly 

woven into lyrical poem may be found in Annensky's poem 
"Before the burial service" ("IIepe« naHHxmioit") . This poem, 

written in the form of a sonnet, laments the failure of the 

human language to describe death. Conversations in the 
household where a dead body is being prepared for burial 

prompt an unexpected quotation from Hamlet (II, ii): 

"Words, words, words" ("CjiOBa, cjioBa, cjioBa") . This is 

taken from the scene in which Hamlet talks to Polonius, not 
even from the "To be or not to be" soliloquy. Neither
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Shakespeare nor any of his characters are brought up 

directly, yet in the context of Annensky's poem, this 

thinly veiled quotation very effectively refers the reader 
to Shakespeare's Hamlet, a play in which consistent failure 

of communication between characters culminates in

destruction.

Another poem by Annensky, "The burden of life is light 

and easy for me" ("Homa x m 3h m  cBeTJia n jierica MHe"), also 

uses a complex structure of allusions. The first of these 

allusions is contained in the title itself, which echoes 

the words of Christ (Mt 11:30) : "For my yoke is easy, and 

my burden is light." Chekalov believes this title to be 

also linked to Hamlet's philosophical soliloquy (91); the 

same parallel may be seen in the epigraph, taken from 

Maurice Rollinat, "Le silence est l'ame des choses"

[Silence is the soul of things]:

H He rope Ce3yMHoit, a MBa 

npoOyamaeT Ha cepaue yHbuiocTb.

IloTOMy uto  OHa, TepnejiMBO 

3to  rope xavan . . . cjioMMJiacb.

And it is not the grief of an insane [woman],

but the willow
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That awakens sadness in [my] heart.

Because the willow, patiently 

Rocking this grief . . . broke down.

Though the name of Ophelia is not given, the image of 

the willow in this scene clearly evokes the description of 

Ophelia's death in Shakespeare's Hamlet (IV. vii):

There, on the pendent boughs her coronet weeds 

Clambering to hang, an envious sliver broke,

When down her weedy trophies and herself 

Fell in the weeping brook . . .

This final stanza may provide a key to the earlier 

place in the text of the poem, where Annensky's lyrical 

hero expresses regrets for a withered violet. ("H jKajieto, 

^to .aapoM noCJieicna / no3a6t>iTa« b KH/ r e  $najiKa") . The 

context of the poem allows perceiving the image of a 

violet, as also related to the theme of Ophelia. Violets 

were offered by the already insane Ophelia to the King (IV. 

v)— "I would give you some violets, but they wither'd all 

when my father died"; these are also the flowers Laertes 

wishes for Ophelia's grave ("And from her fair and 

unpolluted flesh / May violets spring!"). The image of a
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withered violet, almost a stock symbol of loyalty, is not 

immediately recognized by the reader as related to the 

theme of Ophelia, but other allusions within the poem 

enable the image of a violet to be filled with new content. 

The fact that the violet was "left forgotten in a book" 

("no3aCuTa« b  K H M re  $ M a j iK a " )  may no longer be seen as 

incidental: now it suggests to the reader that the book may 

be one that Hamlet was reading in the scene with Polonius, 

or one that Ophelia was holding during her last encounter 

with Hamlet.

Images accumulate and interlay, all of them connecting 

as if through some centripetal force, to the main 
problematic of Hamlet: the questions of life and death,

personal fulfillment, loneliness. The Shakespearean theme 

is taken outside the immediate context of the play and used 

to gradually generate new meanings by creating multiple 

layers of allusions, each of which, in their turn, leads us 

to other themes.

The theme of Hamlet returns as a symbolist echo of the 

"To be or not to be" soliloquy in Bryusov's "Wind at dawn" 
(1916): ("3aKaTHfatfi BeTep"): "There is sadness, loss; Here—

everything is lit by light" ("TaM Tocxa, ymepO. 3j3ecb— Bee 

cBeTOM 3ajiMTo") . Bryusov's lyrical hero simultaneously 
speaks of Hamlet in the third person and himself weeps for
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Ophelia "like [her] brother Laertes." In this poem, Bryusov 

successfully creates a double-faced lyrical hero, (not 

altogether unlike that in Gumilyov's "Morning Chat"), 

reinforced by juxtaposition of images: Hamlet— Laertes (in 

his role of "non-Hamlet"), pussy willow— cedar, moans—  

replies. This duality opens a possibility of inner 

dialogue, as Bryusov points out himself: "And from secret

recesses / Memory brings out images" ("W W3 TaMHHX Heap / 

nawflTb xaaceT o6j»ikm . . . ") .

Blok's little known ultraromantic play "The original 

mother" ("IIpaMaTepb"), written in 1909 and revised in 1918, 

is a not entirely successful attempt to find new forms for 

the Russian modernist theater. The main character of "The 

original mother," Yaromir, upon meeting the ghost of the 

ancient hostess of the castle, rephrases Macbeth: "As God

is my witness, I am no coward! / I swear to take on 

anything! / Bring the devil out of hell / And count the 

beats of my heart—  / Will the fear seize my chest? / Not 

in my imagination, / Not in my heated mind / Not in my 
chest / Shall he look for help!"

Bor CBMaeTejib, h He Tpyc!

Bee CHeCTM TOTOB, KJIHHyCb !

HepTa BUBeflM m 3 aaa
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M c u M T a ii y ^ a p M  c e p jm a —

P a 3 B e  c T p a x  C T ecH M T  MHe r p y f lb  

He b  M oeM  B o o 6p a)K eH b M ,

He b ropfl^e^HOM M 03ry,

He b rpyroi Moeii— nycTb nmeT 

Oh noMomHMKa ce6e!

This is very close to Macbeth's soliloquy on his 

vision of a sword: "a false creation, / Proceeding from the 
heat-oppressed brain" (II, i) .

Another stanza in Blok almost verbally repeats
Shakespeare's word play:

My brow is marked

With a luminous motto: "a man"

There is a limit set for a man,

A secret limit.

Ha uejie MoeM HauepTaH 
C B e T jiH H  j i o 3 y H r  " u e j io B e K "

E c r b  n p e a e j i  juih u e jio B e ic a ,

T a iiH b iii e c T b  n p e a e j i .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



258

Again, these lines closely follow Shakespeare's text: 

"I dare do all that may become a man" (I, vii) . "What man 

dare, I dare" (III, iv) . The above examples, almost 

amounting to an exercise in free translation, show Blok's 

interest towards Shakespeare's poetical technique. 
Regrettably, perhaps due to remaining within genre 

constraints of a narrative poem, this particular work by 

Blok fails to engage the Shakespearean text into a fully- 

fledged dialogue as it happens in Blok's lyrical poetry.

"TO LOOK AT HISTORY THROUGH THE EYES OF SHAKESPEARE": 

RUSSIAN MODERNIST VIEWS OF SHAKESPEAREAN HISTORICISM

IlepexMBaHne CBoeii j i m h h o h  cyjabObi b 

Hepa3puBHon c b «3 h  c  cyflbCoft 

uejioro .

Living out one's own destiny 

in inseparable connection to the 

destiny of the whole.

B. Engelgardt 72

Pushkin's view of history, formed under the influence 

of contact with Shakespeare's work, was in its turn was a
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major influence on the poetry of Russian modernism, where 

the individual becomes that focal point through which the 

greatest historical upheavals are analyzed. Pasternak wrote 

in a letter in 1958:

It is from Pushkin that our Russian modernity has 

begins, our contemporary way of thinking. Pushkin 

erected the edifice of our spiritual life, the 

home of Russian the historical conscience.

C n y m K H H a  H a ^ a j i a c b  p y c c K a a  c o B p e M e H H O C T b , H am  

H H H em H H H  o 6 p a 3  M H C Jiew . nym K M H  n o c T p o m i  3 jia H M e  

H a m e fi j t y x o B H o f t  5KM3HH, a o m  p y c c K o r o  n c r o p u H e c K o r o  

co3HaHna (On art 355) .

Analyzing Pushkin's narrative poem The Bronze 

Horseman, Svetlana Evdokimova finds in it signs of 

Pushkin's mythological consciousness, (230), interpreting 

Eugene's struggle with the Bronze Horseman as a 

sacrilegious rebellion against cosmic powers (227). 

However, another scholar, V.V. Musatov suggests that the 

very process of struggle between the bronze statute of 

Peter, symbolizing the historical process, and the poor 

clerk Evgenij, who embodies the "average person," is
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history in its dramatic expression. History is seen by
Pushkin in the very process of interaction between the

individual and the social forces.

Pushkin's famous phrase about the necessity to look at 

history through the eyes of Shakespeare (13: 259) was

uttered in the aftermath of the Decembrists' failed 

uprising in 1825. Speaking about the fate of Decembrists, 

five of whom were executed, and the rest sentenced to hard 

labor in Siberia, Pushkin could hardly have called for a 

reconciliation with reality and for an impassive view of 

the development of Russian society, "unmoved by good and

evil." It seems more plausible that, realizing there will
be enough attempts to mythologize events along the lines of 

classical tragedies, Pushkin argues for seeing those events 

as a profound human drama— a Shakespearean drama according 

to Goethe's understanding that Shakespeare's plays concern 

around individual will rather than historical necessity. 

This need to approach history through the individual 

experience became a major part of the philosophy of Russian 

literary modernism, as figured e.g. in Mandelstam, 
Akhmatova and Pasternak.

In many instances modernist authors immerse themselves 

into a situation taken from Shakespeare, without seeking 
identification with a specific character. It is the
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emotional tension of the situation itself which serves as a 

reflection of the lyrical hero. For instance, in his poem 

"The lady washed her hands . . (1922), Khodasevich

relates his horror in the face of the revolutionary 

bloodshed in Russia, his bitter regrets of the 

impossibility of returning to the past and his sense of 

hopelessness. He does not assume the persona of Lady 

Macbeth, who is tormented by sleeplessness because she 

"cannot forget a blood-stained throat," but uses her plight 

to describe his own torments. There may be a sense of 

Khodasevich's personal implication in a collective act of 

violence, yet it is the complete impossibility to erase 

excruciating memories that forms the main parallel to the 

Shakespearean theme in this poem.

TpwcTa JieT ym BaM He cnnTCfl—

MHe JieT mecTb He craiTCfl Toace.

For three hundred years you haven't been able to 
sleep—

I have not been able to sleep for about six 

years, either.
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The boundary between empirical and artistic reality 

once again disappears in Khodasevich1 s poem " B o t  b  s t o m  

nanaimo aouia fle3jieMOHa . . ("Here is the palazzo where

Desdemona lived . . ,")(1914): "All this isn't true, but

it's shameful to laugh." The past is likened to "a boy who 

fell from the balcony"; it is abruptly cut short, dead. 

With the physical image of the dead body, rather than an 

abstract memory of the boy who is gone, it is something to 

be avoided, a taboo. The future "should not be touched," 

either. "Maybe it's true— Desdemona / did live in this

palazzo?" ( " B u T b  M oaceT, m npaBjja - Kuna fle3neMOHa / B o t  b  

s t o m  najiauuo?") . Real life experience is blocked; it is 

only intellectual experience, a literary memory that

remains and helps to preserve one's identity. So Lady

Macbeth still lives, plagued by guilt-ridden insomnia, and 
wrings her hands.

Bryusov once expressed a similar thought:

Having gone through the consciousness of 
millions, Don Quixote is no less real than

Napoleon. Therefore the tour guides are right to 
take their tourists to the prison on island d'lf 

where Monte-Cristo was held (6: 384).
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For Russian modernist poets, literary and real 

experience not only become inseparable but influence each 

other, entering into complex relationship. The play on

contrasting the real and the imaginary, the switch from one 

semiotic system to another at some inner boundaries, 

comprises the basis for generating new meanings (Lotman 1: 
155). Anticipating semiotic theory, Tynyanov (Archaists and 

Novators 1929) describes Mandelstam's poetic speech:

3rtecfa rjiaBHHn n yHKT p a G o T H  MaHjiejibmTaMa— co3naHMe 

ocoG&ix CMbicnoB [emphasis added] . Ero 3H a H e H M H —  

KaacymHecn, 3H a u e H M H  xocBeHHue, KOTophie M oryT

B03HMKaTb TOJIbKO B C T M X e , KOTOpbie CTaHOBHTCH 

OGn3 3 TeJIbHbIMM TOJIbKO H e p e 3 CTMX . V HQVO He CJIOBa, 

a TeHH CJIOB.

The main point of Mandelstam's work is the
creation of special meanings [emphasis added].

The meanings of words are just appearances, 
indirect meanings, which may arise only in a 

poem, which become necessary only through a poem. 

He has not words, but shadows of words (571-572).
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Tynyanov's analysis of Mandelstam' poetry may be 

relevant to the discussion of other modernist poetry as 

well since it did not rely on fixed semantic constructions 

but instead created them. Active contact with the 

Shakespearean text, linguistically and chronologically 

alien to Russia at the turn of the twentieth century, 

catalyzed the process of creating these "special meanings."

The very movement of history is likened to the 

artistic reality of Shakespeare's plays in Akhmatova's poem 

"The twenty-fourth tragedy of Shakespeare . . ." ("To

Londoners”) (1942), where the poet describes current events 

— the bombing of London at the beginning of World War II—  

as a new Shakespearean tragedy written by Time itself. 

Literature and reality as if switch places: the poet and

her contemporaries do not simply read Shakespeare's plays 

but participate in them, burying Juliet, trembling with the 

hired assassin, looking into Macbeth's window; the very 

real tragedy of the war becomes a tragedy that we are "no 

longer able to read." What is particularly striking here is 

that the verbs "to read" and "to live" are interchangeable.

liBaauaTb ueTBepTyra jtpaMy meiccnMpa 

riraneT BpeMH GeccTpacTHoft pyKoft.

CaMM yvacTHWKH rpo3H oro rotpa,
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Jly^me mu raMJieTa, Ke3apn, JInpa 

SyneM y n T a T b  nan  c b m h u o b o m  petcon . . .

Jly^me 3 a i\n H £ U B a T b  b  o K H a  k  MaicCeTy,

T o j i b k o  H e  a n y ,  H e  s m y , H e  3 T y ,

3Ty yace m u He b  cmiax MHTaTb!

Time, with an impassive hand, is writing 

The twenty-fourth drama of Shakespeare.

We, the celebrants at this terrible feast,

Would rather read Hamlet, Caesar or Lear . . . 

Would rather peer in at Macbeth's windows 

Only not this, not this, not this,

This we don't have the strength to read!

(Tr. by J. Hemschemeyer)

In his article on Ganville Barker's staging of King 

Lear in London, Terence Hawkes points out that this was 

also the time of Nazi attacks on France, Holland, Belgium 

and Luxembourg. On May 22, 1940, when the danger of Nazi

occupation was particularly close, the British parliament 

succeeded in passing, in one day's time, the Emergency 

Powers (Defense) Act, requiring citizens to place 

"themselves, their services and their property at the 

disposal of His Majesty." Under this law, the British
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government gained full control of all banks and an

unprecedented right to command private property, to force

an individual citizen to do any type of labor required, and

so on. For the sake of fighting Nazism, the British 

government decided to adopt laws dangerously similar to the 

practices of Nazi Germany and, Stalinist Soviet Union. 

Hawkes notes that King Lear "offered an illusion of 

individuality to a public that was de-individualized, 

standardized, mobilized, issued ratio cards, deprived of

its rights" (87) . It is quite likely that Akhmatova kept 

this development in mind when identifying with the plight 

of Londoners who had to face the threat from the Fascist 

Germany and a totalitarian trend in their own government.

Akhmatova again mentions Shakespeare in her late Poem 

Without a Hero, (1940-1963), saying that she needs a lyre 

"Not that of Shakespeare anymore, but of Sophocles"

_CKopo M H e HyacHa 6 y ,q e T  Jiwpa,

Ho Co$oKJia yxe, He meKcnupa.

Ha nopore c t o h t — Cy^faOa.

Soon I will need a lyre,

But that of Sophocles, not Shakespeare.

At the threshold stands— Destiny.
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This poem, written at the end of the poet's life,

shows Akhmatova's search to transcending her personal

experience as an individual in order to be able to express 

the fate of millions. In a similar vein, Akhmatova will say 

in Requiem, (1939), that her voice is shouting "for one

hundred million people." What is remarkable is that it is 

Shakespeare whose gift is associated with the individual 

principle and whose tradition Akhmatova acknowledges to

have followed previously.

Russian modernists turned most often to Shakespeare's 
Macbeth to describe the realities of Russian history. A 

special place belongs to Pasternak's translation of
Macbeth, which is still performed in by Russian theaters.

Without allowing himself obvious departures from the 

original text, Pasternak is able to accentuate those

elements which permitted the Russian reader to see

parallels to their own existence in Shakespeare's
description of the moral crisis of power and society.

This is how Pasternak in his translation of Macbeth, 

having shown the downfall of a dictator, hints at the 
anticipated rise of a new one.
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1. Macduff. Hail, king! for so thou art. Behold, where 

stands

The usurper's cursed head: the time is free:

I see thee compass'd with thy kingdom's pearl,

That speak my salutation in their minds;

Whose voices I desire aloud with mine;

Hail, King of Scotland!

In Pasternak's version:

5Kmbw, MajibKOJifaM! Tenepb th  Ham Kopojib.

Bot rojioBa 3Jiojue«. Kpaw cBodofleH.

BoKpyr TeOn, KaK ace&myr Ha BeHue,

UBeT KoponeBCTBa. BpaTbH, rp«HeM xopoM 

Ot Bceft jiymM: "fla 3jipaBCTByeT Kopojib 

IUOTJiaHJIHM! ”

Literal re-translation of Pasternak's version:

Live, Malcolm! Now you are our King.

Here's the villain's head. The country is free.

Around you, like pearls in a crown,

[Are] the flowers of the kingdom. Brothers, let's
break out in choir
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With our entire souls: "Hail King of Scotland."

(V, viii.)

The translation of this scene offers a highly

interesting example of Pasternak's understanding of

Shakespeare's play. In Pasternak's version, Macduff

expresses a hope that his country has gained a benevolent 

and even liberal-minded ruler who will dedicate himself to 

the good of his country. The entire soliloquy is written in 

the style of Pushkin's youthful idealism: ". . . A t  door

will freedom wait to meet you; / Your brothers, hastening 

to greet you, / To you the sword will glad present." ("Deep 

in Siberia's mines, let naught . . .'*). Through this style, 

the Russian reader is reminded of the ideas of the 

Decembrists whose doomed rebellion in 1825 in St. 

Petersburg the reading public knew only too well to have 

been doomed to failure. A subtle warning is being given, 

the full explanation of which is contained in Malcolm's 

lines.

Malcolm. Producing forth the cruel ministers

Of this dead butcher and his fiend-like queen . . .
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IlepejioBMTfa

IlOCOCHMKOB H 6J1M3KMX KpOBOIIMMUH

H jtb«BOJia b B em te , ero xeH u  . . .

(To catch

All allies and relations of the blood-sucking monster

And that fiend in a crown, his wife . . .)

(V, viii.)

"Allies and relations" imply that the revenge is not 

going to be limited to the "cruel ministers," i.e. those 

who have actively assisted Macbeth in his crimes. This 

sounds dangerously close to Macbeth's words referring to 

Macduff in Act IV, Scene I: ". . . give to the edge of the 

sword / His wife, his babies, and all unfortunate souls / 

That trace him in his line." ("Ero xeay, aeTeft, poflHio m 

cnyr, /— H Bhipesy.") ("His wife, children, kinsmen and 

servants / I shall butcher.") Naturally, after such a 

statement, Malcolm's words (which lack a direct parallel in 
the original text) "Mu c SoKbeft noMombro 3afiMeMc« aceim" 

("We, with God's help, will deal with everybody") sound 

somewhat ambivalent.

Pasternak seems to be giving his own view on any 

change of power as merely the substitution of one tyrant
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for another. The perpetual popular belief in a "good Tsar" 

notwithstanding, historical evidence seems to suggest that 

assassination of one monarch and his replacement by another 

has rarely leads to desirable results. Obviously, 

Pasternak's stand is even more readily understandable if we 

consider the political situation in which Pasternak had 

spent the most of his adult life.

First murderer. Well, let's away...

Ilo fin e M T e  k  caM O M y

(Let's go to the master.)

(III. iii.)

Pasternak uses an everyday down-to-earth expression 

with the meaning "owner, master, etc.," that has been used 

for several centuries, always indicating a figure of 

unquestionable authority. This expression is still 

occasionally used today; in Soviet times it was often 

applied to the Party heads of the city, region as well as 

to the highest Party leader himself. "CaM" is a person who 

values power before anything else and is beyond the law. 

All these are connotations of one brief word, which is not 
even uttered by Macbeth.
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In the next example, Pasternak turns from rural talk 

to an elevated style of speech in order to provide his 

emotional commentary, as it were, on the original text.

"And make our faces vizards to our hearts." "H HamM jinua

npeBpamaTb b jimumhu"— "And turn our faces into masks". 

<111. ii.) "JlMUMHa" is a Church Slavonic word for "mask," 

now obsolete and used exclusively in a symbolical sense. It 

always carries a negative connotation rooted in the Russian 

medieval belief of inadmissibility of masks and other 

artificial means of changing appearance since it leads to

amendment of God's creation. Thus Pasternak refers not

simply to hiding one's true feelings, but to the 

hypocritical substitution of falsity for truth.

Boris Pasternak's reflections on Russian contemporary 
life are also present in his translation of Hamlet, though 

they are less known that Pasternak's engagement with the 
philosophical problematic of Hamlet. There are at least 

three published versions of Pasternak's translation of the 

"To be or not to be" soliloquy.

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time, 

The oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely, 

The pangs of dispriz'd love, the law's delay,
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The insolence of office, and the spurns 

That patient merit of the unworthy takes.

Pasternak's earliest version of this soliloquy takes great 

liberties with the original text, having clear contemporary 

political allusions:

A t o , k t o  C H e c  6bi JiojKHoe Bejinube 

IIpaBHTejiefi, HeBeatecTBO BejibMoac,

BceoCmee npMTBOpCTBO, HeB03M03KH0CTb 

M3JiMTb ce6h, HecuacTHyio jnodoBb 

M npn3paMHOCTb 3acjiyr b rjia3ax HM^ToacecTB.

Otherwise, who would tolerate the false greatness 

Of rulers, ignorance of great lords,

Everybody's hypocrisy, impossibility 

To express oneself, unhappy love

And trifling importance of merits in the eyes of 

nonentities.

Unfortunately, precise circumstances that made 

Pasternak amend this version are unknown; perhaps his 

editors felt that these lines were all too closely hinting 

at the hypocrisy and ignorance permeating the Soviet
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society. Whatever the reason, in a later edition of 

Pasternak's translation published in 1956 by Detgis
Publishers (108), these lines appear:

A t o , kto  CHec 6hi yHMaceHbe Beica,

HenpaBjjy yrHeTaTejieft, BejibMoac 

3aHOCVHBOCTb, OTpMHyTOe <jyBCTBO,

HecKopHM cyn m Oojiee Bcero 

HacMemKM HeflocTo^Hux Han flocToftHHM.

Otherwise, who would tolerate the humiliation of 

the age,
Falsehood of oppressors, the haughtiness 

Of lords, rejected feelings,

Slow judgement and, most of all,

The unworthy ones spurning the worthy one.

However, though this version has been brought closer to the 

original, in this version "the unworthy ones spotting the 

worthy one" emerge, which sounds all too close to Pasternak 
own life situation. It was in 1956 that the manuscript of 

Doctor Zhivago was rejected by the leading Soviet literary 

journal Novy Mir; the collective review accused the 

protagonist of Pasternak's novel in hypertrophied
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individualism and "extolling his psychological being" (E. 

Pasternak 632). In this version of Shakespeare's soliloquy, 

Pasternak replaces the abstract "merit" has been replaced 

by a human being who is worthy; the fact that the human 

being is a man seems to be explained by more than the 

traditional primacy of male gender in Russian grammar.

In another version published in 1968 by the Vsemirnaya 

literatura Publishers not long after Pasternak'£ death, 

considered the final and definitive version, the lines 

appear as follows:

A TO, KTO CHeC 6bl yHM»:eHbH Bexa, 

no3op roHeHba, BbixojiKM rjiynua,

OTpHHyTyio cTpacTb, MOJi^aHbe npaBa,

HajtMeHHocTb BJiacTb MMymux m cyflbdy 

EojibmMX 3acjiyr nepe.it cynoM HnwToacecTB.

Otherwise, who would tolerate the humiliations of 

the age,
The disgrace of persecution, escapades of a fool, 

Rejected passion, silence of justice,

Insolence of the powers that be and the destiny 

Of high merit when judged by nonentities.
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This version, toned down and reserved, still may be
taken to reveal Pasternak's view: Russian readers easily

discerned what was meant by "the disgrace of persecution,"

which has no direct parallel in the original. Shakespeare's

text not simply provided a vehicle of expression in a time 

when Pasternak's communication with his readership was 

severely limited, but, more importantly, added a 

philosophical dimension to the topical social concerns. In 

his own lyrical poem, "Hamlet," Pasternak openly compares 

his task as an artist to the plight of Hamlet; the mission 

of the artist is being defined by Pasternak both 

existentially and historically. In spite of the highly 

dramatic nature of Russian history, Pasternak, along with 

most modernist poets, rejected an eschatological view. This 
rejection led Russian modernists to turn away from the 

concrete historical situation to the philosophical problem 

of human history as a whole.

"THE BONNET OF HAPPINESS— FATHER OF SHAKESPEARE"

H HejioBex snoxx MocKBonraeH,

CMOTpHTe, xax Ha MHe TonopmxTcx nmwcax.
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I am a man of the epoch of Moscow mass-produced

clothing,

Look how poorly my jacket fits.

0. Mandelstam

B qyacoM KOCTiOMe x o j j m t  T a M J ie T .

Hamlet wanders around in someone else's dress.

A. Tarkovsky

Arseny Tarkovsky's poem, written (supposedly) in 1940s 

and containing a strange echo of Mandelstam's lines quoted 

above, opens with a quotation from Goethe, "Werde, der du 

bist" ("Become who you are") . Becoming oneself or, more 

precisely, remaining oneself under the ruthless pressure of 

the society has been always a major theme for Mandelstam.

In Mandelstam's work, almost all Shakespearean images 

appear in connection to philosophical issues, regarded not 

as an abstraction but within the concrete socio-historic 

context. Spiritual quest of Mandelstam's in the 1920s 
convinced him that it is impossible to attempt withstanding 

pressure of the society while still remaining within the 

boundaries of the society itself and recognizing only the
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officially prescribed scale of social values. This created 

a tragic paradox: Mandelstam's lyrical "I," who disputes

with his age while trying to establish some contact with 

it, seeks a foothold for his individuality in values that 

are beyond any individual existence— primarily in art. For 

Mandelstam, the notion of art has philosophical 

significance. "The power of culture is in its 

inapprehension of death"— "Cmia KyjibTypu— b HenoHMMaHMM 

CMepTH" (Word and Culture 161). Culture is seen by 

Mandelstam as a force that resists destruction, giving life 

to the works of human spirit and functioning as a safeguard 

of immortality, as proclaimed in this 1914 poem:

Vi He OflHO COKpOBMme, 6bITb MOJReT,

MHHya BHyKOB, k npaBHyicaM ywaeT,

V cHOBa cKaJibfl yyacyio necHio cjiojkmt 

M KaK cbok) ee npon3H eceT.

And many treasures, may be,

Will go to great-grandchildren, by-passing 

grandchildren grandchildren,

And a bard will once again compose a foreign song 

And sing it as its own.
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Clinging to earthly existence, Mandelstam's lyrical hero 

summons all those who, for him, represent the life-giving 

culture:

H D lySepT H a  B o jje , h  M ouapT  b  n T H H b e M  r a M e ,

M TeTe, cBMmymHH Ha BbiomeftcH Tpone,

H TaMJieT, MHCJiMBumM nyrjiMBbiMM marami.

Schubert on the water, and Mozart in bird's twitter,

And Goethe, whistling on a serpentine path,
And Hamlet, thinking in frightened steps.

Mandelstam lists together the names of artists and 

their creations, as if suggesting that both have an equal 

claim to immortality through culture. Death may be rendered 

powerless through culture, but the danger of destroying 

one's soul in this life is all too real to Mandelstam. This 

is why in Mandelstam's poem Hamlet, who appears not to have 

been able to remain himself in his "out of joint" time, is 
"thinking in frightened steps."

Mandelstam regarded the severance of the ties between 

the contemporary epoch and accumulated cultural experience 

as the biggest catastrophe for Russia. In one of 

Mandelstam's program poems, "Bajuiaaa o HenaBecTHOM cojujaTe"
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("A Ballad of an Unknown Soldier," 1937), Shakespeare's 

heritage is brought up as a synonym of human creativity, of 

a break-through beyond temporal limits of human existence 

through art:

Pa3BMBaeTca <jepen o t  xm3hm

BO B e C b  JIOO OT BMCKa flO BMCKa,—

^ H C T O T O il CBOM X OIBOB OH f lp a 3 H M T  C e 6 « ,  

riOHMMaiOIHHll K ynO JIO M  H C H M T C H ,

Mucjibio neHMTCH, caM ce6e c h m t c h , —  

q a m a  v a in  m  o T U M 3 H a  o T U M 3 H e ,

3Be3HHUM pyb^MKOM mMTbifi weneu,

^enuHK cnacTbH— IIIexcnMpa OTeu.

The skull is developing from life

To spread across the forehead— from temple to 

temple,

Teasing itself by the clarity of its stitches, 

Glaring its comprehending dome,

Brimming with thought, dreaming of himself,—

Cup of cups and homeland of homelands,

A bonnet sown with a star thread,

A bonnet of happiness— father of Shakespeare.
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Though this poem contains no direct references to 

political realities, its very spirit revolts again the 

Soviet regime by proclaiming the primacy of the individual 

conscience rather than social circumstances. Creativity, 

exemplified here by Shakespeare, for Mandelstam is the 

ultimate meaning of human life and a powerful antidote to 

the corruptive forces of every totalitarian regime.

The same idea of violence destroying both its victims 

and its agents is expressed in a 1933 poem by Akhmatova:

M HanpacHO HaMecTHHK PuMa 

Mhji pyKM npen BceM HaponoM, 

non 3JioBenme kpmkm vepHM;

H moTJiaHncKaa KopoJieBa 

HanpacHO c y3Knx jianoHeft 

CTwpajia xpacHfaie 6pbi3rn 

B nymHOM Mpaxe uapcxoro noMa.

And in vain the vice-regent of Rome 

Washed his hands before all the people,

Urged on by the ominous shouts of the rabble;

And the Scottish queen

In vain washed the spattered red drops
From her slender palms
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In the stifling gloom of the king's home.

(Tr. by J. Hemschemeyer)

Just as in Pasternak's "Hamlet," a Biblical event that 

was clearly viewed as historical fact by the poet— Pontius 

Pilate demonstratively washing his hands before the 

crucifixion of Christ (Mt 27: 24)— and fiction— Lady

Macbeth's insane attempts to wash off non-existing blood 

stains from her hands— are given equal status within the 

realm of the poem. Yet both protagonists seem to have 

difficulties separating objective reality from a 

conventional construction: Pontius Pilate mistakenly
believes that his symbolic gesture exculpates him from his 

actual guilt, and Lady Macbeth in her delusion sees her 

actual guilt to be manifesting itself through a symbolic 

appearance. Earlier in the poem, Akhmatova warns us of the 

falsehood of such mental constructions: "But we learned

once and for all / That blood smells only like blood." ("Ho 

mu y3Hajin HaBcerna, / H t o  xpoBbio naxHeT t o j ib k o  xpoBb") . In 

the poem, Pontius Pilate and Lady Macbeth, both easily 

recognizable, lose their names, presumably because they 

have become completely defined by their social functions: 

vice-regent of Rome and the Scottish Queen. A constricting 

social role which is given supremacy over the
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individuality, undermines and ultimately destroys the human 

soul.

It was the individual experience rather than specific 

social conditions that came to the focus of attention in 

Russian modernist poetry. It was this approach which 

allowed modernist authors to see more parallels between 

contemporary issues and themes of Shakespearean plays. If 

Tolstoy rejects Shakespeare in part because of a lack of 

convincing social descriptions, the poets of Russian 

modernism found Shakespearean characters psychologically 

convincing and therefore timeless.

The dramatic understanding of history that Pasternak 

came to see "the Russian branch of the Shakespearean 

tradition" ("pyccKoe OTBeTBJieHHe meKcnupoBCKoii

xyaoxecTBeHHOM TpaaMUMM") as an inherent quality of Russian 

literature. In his presentation on a literary evening 

dedicated to Shakespeare, Pasternak traced this tradition 

as a "form of the highest artistic condensation ("$opMa 

BHcmeii xyfloacecTBeHHoft crymeHHOCTM"), which forms a 

"dramatic story" (4: 693). Pasternak believed that

Shakespeare will always be a favorite with generations that 

are historically mature, having survived many trials. Long 

before Pasternak, the critic Pavel Annenkov, speaking of 
the 1840s, had said already that Shakespeare
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allowed a whole generation of Russian people to 

feel that they were intelligent human beings 

capable of comprehending the historical process 

and the essential conditions of human existence. 

And all this at a time, when indeed a whole 

generation had no social integration and no 

voice, even in the slightest affairs of civil 

existence (Shakespeare and Russian literature 

87) .

Unfortunately, this description of stifled civil life 

will be equally applicable to the Soviet society of the 

1940s-50s, the period during which Pasternak did most of 

his translations from Shakespeare. Once again, 

Shakespeare's heritage belonged to those works which 

afforded a possibility to re-examine the meaning of history 
and the value of individual existence.

Shakespeare's view of history was perceived by Russian 

modernists as being close to what Pasternak called "poetry 

of faith and of being enchanted by existence" ("no33MH Bepu 

w 3aBopoaceHHocTw cymecTBOBaHH*") (4: 687). History was

understood by Russian modernist poets as an objectively 

valuable process which cannot be stripped of its ultimate 

meaningfulness in spite of the tragic cataclysms of
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contemporary life. Just as on the lyrical pole of Russian 

modernist poetry Shakespeare provides a new language that 

initiates generation of new meanings, Shakespeare as an 

artistic alter ego of historical tragedy provides a mirror 

effect, which creates "a wide field of opportunities for 
artistic modeling" (Lotman 1:157).
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CONCLUSIONS

In one of his recent public appearance, Alexei 

Bartoshevich, a modern Russian theatre scholar, referring to 

the Polish poet Stanislaw Wyspiahski's description of Hamlet 

as a poor boy with a book in his hands, attempted to define 

exactly whose book Hamlet may be holding: in Shakespeare's

time that book might have been Montaigne, in the Romantic 
period— Goethe1 s Werther, at the turn of the twentieth 

century— Nietzsche, in Mikhail Chekhov's staging— Steiner 

and the New Testament, in Olivier's staging— only Freud and 

too much of Freud, in contemporary Russian performances—  

Pasternak's translation of Hamlet, in postmodernist 

literature— Shakespeare's Hamlet.

It is clear that every epoch has searched in Shakespeare 

for a reflection of its own conflicts and dilemmas. Changes 

in Russian literary approaches towards Shakespeare may be 

seen as a projection of major shifts in literary epochs. The 

unique nature of treatment of Shakespeare during the Russian 

literary modernism consisted in the Shakespearean text being 

allowed to become a full-fledged participant in a dialogue 

between cultures. Thanks to this intense interaction, the 
Shakespearean text effectively functioned as a generator of 

new meanings within the Russian cultural context.
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Examination of treatment of Shakespearean themes in

images during previous literary epochs, from Sumarokov to 

Chekhov, has shown that various social and communicative 

functions of the Shakespearean text remained dormant or 

incompletely actualized before modernism. Shakespeare's 

heritage was not immediately acknowledged in Russia, whose 

links with the English literature were insufficiently strong 

until the beginning of the nineteenth century. After a brief 

infatuation with Shakespeare in the 1830-1840s, the Russian 

reading public acquired sufficient knowledge of

Shakespeare's work to recognize references to his 

characters. Very soon after entering literary canon, 
Shakespeare's work was relegated to the academic bookshelf. 

Writers referring to Shakespearean themes and images

utilized them as a convenient way to illustrate a social

type or an archetypal conflict.

When Russian modernists rediscovered Shakespeare and made 

his themes and images part of their aesthetic experience, they 

had to go back over the immediately preceding period of 

Russian literature to Pushkin's early attempt at establishing 

a dialogue with the Shakespearean text, overlooked by the 

generation immediately following him.

This new approach culminated in a full realization of 

all social and communicative functions of the Shakespearean
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text during Russian literary modernism. As Mandelstam has 

put it: "And many treasures, may be / Will go to great­

grandchildren, by-passing grandchildren" ("M H e  o u h o  

coKpoBMme, SbiTb MoxeT, / MwHyn BHyKOB, k npaBHyxaM yitueT") . 

Undoubtedly, this process not only led to some original 

interpretations of Shakespearean works, but also to the 

creation of some of the greatest poems of Russian 

modernism.

The semiotic character of the Shakespearean text, 

brought to the foreground by Russian modernists, was 

conducive to generic (from the tragic to the lyric), 

cultural (from the social to the personal) and stylistic 

(from the plot to the word) transpositions taking place in 

Russian poetry of the period.

As Blok's cycle on Hamlet exemplifies, interaction with 

Shakespearean texts led to the heightening of the lyric 

principle, resulting in dramatization of Russian poetry. 

Pasternak in his "Hamlet" makes individual destiny the focus of 

historical discourse, which is anything but an attempt to avoid 

social issues or to strike a romantically elevated pose. When 

Akhmatova says in her Requiem that an entire one-hundred 

million people shout through her mouth, this will be a sincere 
— and dearly paid for— expression of her approach to history 

through an individual destiny. The function that used to be
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primarily carried by the plot now was being taken on by the 

poetic word itself. So, for instance, Tsvetaeva no longer feels 

the need to rewrite Shakespearean plots as it had been done by 

Turgenev; her approach to Hamlet is fully expressed through the 

two soliloquies she writes in Ophelia's voice.

Such poets as Pasternak (exemplified by "Snow is 

Falling" or "Shakespeare") and Tsvetaeva (e.g. "Ophelia— to 

Hamlet" and "Ophelia— in defense of the Queen") found in 

Shakespeare inspiration for their attempts at renewing 

Russian poetical language through introduction of new 

semantic and syntax structures and through reconciliation of 

different stylistic layers within one poetical work. The 

modernists used Shakespearean themes and images as elements 

of language. Starting with an existing common understanding 

of the content of each Shakespearean image (not unlike the 

dictionary meaning of a word of real language), the 

modernists deliberately narrowed (e.g. Gumilyov's "Theatre" 
or Blok's "She Came in from the Cold") or expanded its 

semantic field. Just as poetic use of real-language words 
generates new meanings, Shakespearean images were used to 

generate new meanings in Russian poetry.

In his Lectures on Russian literature, Nabokov said, 

clearly having in mind his own early years that coincided 

with the period of Russian modernism:
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The Russian reader in old cultured Russia was 

certainly proud of Pushkin and of Gogol, but he was 

just as proud of Shakespeare or Dante, of Baudelaire 

or of Edgar Allan Poe, of Flaubert or of Homer, and 

this was the Russian reader's strength (11).

Analyzing ways in which Russian modernists interacted 

with Shakespeare's works provides a key to understanding their 

approach to the traditional text as such— an approach which 

was characterized by an "anxiety for influence," a fervent 

desire to step outside national and historic boundaries. 

Shakespeare serves as particularly fertile material because it 

offers an opportunity to compare reception of his heritage 

across various periods of Russian literature and across the 

works by many authors of Russian literary modernism itself.

Within the Russian cultural context, Shakespeare's 

heritage proved to function both a litmus paper pointing to 

the pivotal characteristics of Russian modernist poetry and 

simultaneously as a catalyst accelerating literary innovation.

\
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