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Preface


THERE ARE SOME books which follow us all through our reading lives. They remain the same, while we change; sometimes we outgrow them, declining to be moved by what now seems an excess of either sentimentality or bleakness. The best ones, as we revisit them at intervals, reveal new depths and subtleties – for which we may be tempted to praise ourselves; in fact, they are merely teaching us how to read better.


I first came to Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time in 1961 (the date and my signature are on the flyleaf of my World’s Classics edition) when I was studying Russian at school; and I have reread it, perhaps once a decade, ever since. Nowadays, many readers want fiction to reflect their own lives back to them, in texts which are judged ‘relatable’. This approach was far from my mind as an adolescent. Why should I want to read versions of my own life? That didn’t need explaining to me – I knew it far too well. Rather, I wanted books to tell me about the world out there, to take me away from myself and my surroundings. And what could be farther away than army (and civilian) life in the Caucasus in the mid-nineteenth century? All that I knew about soldiering came from a few resented years in the school’s Combined Cadet Force; I knew zero about ‘society’, about love, about seduction, about duels; I had barely seen a horse, let alone ridden one. So what ensnared me about A Hero of Our Time? Mainly that it was so distant in place, time and spirit, though it did touch on what I knew in a couple of respects. Boredom – one of the great themes of nineteenth-century Russian fiction and drama – was certainly present in my life, alongside a disenchantment with what life – adult life, fast approaching – seemed to promise. Around this time my English master publicly called me out: ‘Barnes, you’re not one of those bloody back-row cynics, are you?’ I heartily denied it, but was thrilled by the charge. I felt I had much more in common with Pechorin, the novel’s chief character, than I did with my English master. That old fictional Russian was a front- as well as back-row cynic, it seemed to me. Lermontov was killed in a pointless duel, and the reader half expects to same fate to befall Pechorin (in fact, his death is unexplained – perhaps because the novelist planned some further adventures for him). I certainly didn’t crave an early death, by duelling or any other means; but I could see that it might be a satisfying existential gesture, a rejection of a mediocre, contemptible world.


Now, sixty and more years on, I admire the novel as much, but differently; partly because of my age and experience of life, but also because I can see more clearly how it is put together, and remain astonished at each rereading by its structural audacity. Published in Russian in April 1840, it reached English in 1853, under the title Sketches of Life in the Caucasus, by a Russe. And it can be – and might have been – read merely as such, as the travelogue of a poet and serving officer, full of towering landscapes and Circassian local colour. The novel’s preliminary narrator, a traveller and man of letters in search of material, insists that he is merely giving us travel notes, yarns from an exotic front line. Such engaging casualness is, of course, intended to deceive.


In the first ‘tale’ the narrator meets a seasoned army officer, Maksim Maksimich, out of whom he is ‘dying to get some kind of yarn’. Get one he does, about Pechorin, ‘A charming fellow . . . but a little odd’, with whom Maxim Maximich once spent a dramatic year in a remote fort. In the second section, the two meet again at a posting-station, where they are delayed for a couple of days. An empty calash arrives from the opposite direction; it turns out to belong to Pechorin, who has gone off to have supper with a colonel stationed there. Eager to see his old friend, Maksim Maksimich waits up all through the night; but when Pechorin eventually arrives he gives the staff-captain a careless brush-off. He and his calash depart for Persia. Bitterly hurt, the captain mentions that he has many volumes of Pechorin’s diary, which he throws at the feet of the narrator. Then the third ‘tale’ begins with the words: ‘I learned not long ago that Pechorin had died on his way back from Persia.’ And the three final sections of the book are extracts from Pechorin’s recuperated diary.


So this is a novel in which the chief character is only viewed directly by the reader – as by the narrator – in a single scene of curt and rushed farewelling. One the narrator describes as ‘a man whom I had never known’. Pechorin comes to us only through the anecdotalism of Maksim Maksimich and the words of his own diary – and we all know how partial diaries can be. What kind of audacity is this in a poet’s first (and as it turned out, only) novel? A novel, furthermore, whose tone is often one of post-modern self-reflectingness. The ‘Author’s Introduction’ begins with an explanation of why readers normally – and rightly – don’t bother with introductions. At the start of the text proper, the narrator tells us that a large part of his own travel notes have been lost – ‘luckily for you’. After our deliberately unsatisfactory brief sighting of Pechorin, the narrator tells us: ‘since you will hear of him from no one but me, you must needs be satisfied with this portrayal.’ And so on. In the final pages, Pechorin, reflecting on his weariness with the world, compares himself to a man reading ‘a poor imitation of a book he has long known’.


There is a tug between the novelist’s teasing familiarity with the reader, his knowingness about where he and we and the characters are, and the distance imposed by the novel’s formal structure. Which makes it easier for Pechorin to become what he is intended to be by Lermontov: a fictional character who embodies his real-life generation. Typical, yes; but is he meant to be a hero of his time? Lermontov (and/or his narrator) considers the reader’s rightful concern about whether the novel’s title is ‘wicked irony’ or not. To which comes the enigmatic reply: ‘I wonder.’ In his introduction, Lermontov claims that Pechorin ‘is indeed a portrait, but not of a single individual; it is a portrait composed of all the vices of our generation in the fullness of their development.’ Pechorin suffers from a late- or post-Romantic world-weariness. He has never found his ‘mission’ in life. As a young man he once had dreams, as he once had a first love, Vera, who describes him as ‘proud and mysterious’. But he is only mysterious to others; he has no illusions about himself, or about the world. He is furiously bored. (‘It was the French, was it, who introduced the fashion of being bored?’ wonders Maksim Maksimich. ‘No,’ replies the narrator, ‘the English.’ ‘Ah, that’s how it is!’ replies the captain. ‘Well, they have always been inveterate drunkards.’) Pechorin is not a drinker – he allows nothing to come in the way of his lucidity and disenchantment. For him, society is artificial, and humanity – including himself – badly constructed. Happiness is a complacent delusion, since ‘the happiest people are dunces’. Pechorin’s main pleasures are to tease and taunt and annoy and manipulate others, both men and women. He makes Princess Mary fall in love with him and then tells her that he was only amusing myself at her expense (a scene which derives from Eugene Onegin’s rejection of Tatyana). He is devoid of self-pity. He compares himself to ‘a man who yawns at a ball and does not drive home to sleep, only because his carriage is not yet there’. Unable to believe in human (or divine) agency, he concludes, as does the book, in the final story: ‘How . . . can one escape becoming a fatalist?’ He is, we should not forget, only twenty-five years of age.


He also reminded many of his creator. Turgenev, who was four years Lermontov’s junior, came across him a couple of times in Petersburg society. In his Literary Reminiscences he describes the poet, in the uniform of a Hussar, sitting on a low stool at the feet of a beautiful countess:




There was something ominous and tragic in Lermontov’s appearance: his swarthy face and large, motionless dark eyes exuded a sort of sombre and evil strength, a sort of pensive scornfulness and passion. His whole figure, thick-set, bow-legged, with a large head on broad, stooping shoulders, aroused an unpleasant feeling; but everyone had at once to acknowledge its immense inherent strength. It is, of course, a well-known fact that he had to some extent portrayed himself in Pechorin. The words: ‘His eyes never laughed when he was laughing,’ from A Hero of Our Time . . . could really have been applied to himself . . . There could be no doubt that, following the fashion of those days, he was trying to assume a Byronic air together with a number of other even worse eccentricities and whimsicalities. And he paid dearly for them! At heart Lermontov was probably terribly bored; he felt stifled in the airless atmosphere where fate had forced him to live.





Lermontov, having created a character who sees through everyone, is here seen through himself.


A Hero of Our Time is also a very literary novel, another form of self-awareness. As a boy, Lermontov was taught French and German, as well as English, and read Walter Scott and Tom Moore with his tutor; though according to the critic Belinsky, he preferred Fenimore Cooper to Scott – perhaps because the American Wild West had an affinity with the Russian Wild East. The novel name-checks Balzac, Rousseau, Goethe, Pushkin, Byron, Griboedov, Tasso, and alludes to Robinson Crusoe. Of these, Byron – or Byronism – and Pushkin are the strongest influences. Lermontov never met Pushkin, but revered his work, and came to fame with an elegy about him, ‘Death of a Poet’, which he wrote in a day. He admired Eugene Onegin above all else, and allows Pechorin to quote two lines from it: ‘The mind’s cold observations, / The mournful comments of the heart.’


In 1822, Pushkin had published his poem ‘The Caucasian Prisoner’, of which he wrote: ‘I wanted to exemplify . . . that indifference to life and its pleasures, that premature ageing of the soul which have become characteristic of nineteenth-century youth.’ Three years later, when Lermontov was eleven, the Decembrist mutiny of 1825 broke out: three thousand Guardsmen and members of the Moscow Regiment refused to take the oath of loyalty to the new Tsar, Nicholas I. The revolt was violently put down, and this defeat of liberalism overhung the next decades. Alexander Herzen, whom Lermontov knew as a student, described the predicament of his generation after 1825: ‘The moral level of society sank; development was interrupted; everything progressive and energetic was struck out of life. Those who remained – frightened, weak and bewildered – were petty and insignificant.’ This melancholy state of soul was compounded by political repression, and increased censorship – which, like censorship everywhere, was heavy-handed, paranoid and capricious. Turgenev for many years kept by him a galley-proof in which ‘the censor K.’ had crossed out the words ‘that girl was like a flower’ and replaced them (and in red ink, too) with the preferred version: ‘that young lady looked like a gorgeous rose.’


In the wake of the Decembrist Revolt, Nicholas I greatly expanded the Third Department, responsible for surveillance, censorship and propaganda. Nor did he just leave it to those professionals he appointed. In 1837 Lermontov came to the attention of the Tsar for ‘Death of a Poet’, whose fury with the top echelons of society provoked Nicholas to write in the margins of an official report on the poem: ‘I have . . . ordered that the senior medical officer of the Guards Division inspect this gentleman to see if he is demented; and then we shall deal with him according to the law.’ Lermontov was placed under house arrest and sentenced to exile in the Caucasus. Three years later, A Hero of Our Time received one of its first (if unpublished) reviews from the Tsar himself. Writing to his wife in June 1840, Nicholas applauded the novel’s portrayal of Maksim Maksimich: ‘The Captain’s character is nicely sketched. In beginning to read the story, I had hoped, and was rejoicing, that he was the Hero of our Times. In his class there are indeed many more truly worthy of this title than those too commonly dignified with it.’ However, the rest of the book struck the Tsar as ‘odious, and quite worthy to be à la mode as it is the same gallery of despicable, exaggerated characters that one finds in fashionable foreign novels. It is such novels that debauch morals and distort character . . . I therefore repeat my view that the author suffers from a most depraved spirit, and his talents are pathetic.’ The Russian reading public, according to Lermontov’s introduction, was ‘badly brought up’ and ‘so young and naïve that it fails to understand a fable unless it finds a lesson at its end’. By this measure, the Tsar was truly representative of the nation he ruled.


*


Nabokov’s translation of A Hero of Our Time was published in the United States in 1958, the very same year as Lolita. World Anglo-fame was about to overtake this committed Russian living in America. Mavis Gallant, the Canadian novelist and short-story writer who relocated to Paris for the last sixty years of her life, considered the effect of expatriation in her Paris Journals. ‘Writers who choose domicile in a foreign place,’ she wrote, ‘usually treat their native language like a delicate timepiece, making certain that it runs exactly, and that no dust gets inside.’ When it comes to literary translation, such protectiveness can often result in ‘a kind of bogus English that lurches from careless to pretentious to incomprehensible to barely literate’. None of those four adjectives applies to Nabokov, but her initial observation holds. His approach to A Hero of Our Time is both lordly and possessive. He announces grandly in his foreword that ‘This is the first English translation of Lermontov’s novel. The book has been paraphrased into English several times, but never translated before.’


Despite Nabokov’s self-assurance, there is no single and ‘correct’ way to translate from one language into another. There is a spectrum along which any translation has to sit: at one extreme, a text which reads as if it has been written in the translated language, which aims to be smooth and orderly; at the opposite extreme, one which shows what Nabokov calls ‘faithfulness and completeness’. By which he means that ‘any translation that does not sound like a translation is bound to be inexact upon inspection’. But it is not just a question of Truth versus Lies; it is also a matter of consumer choice. In a ‘smooth’ translation, the translator is aiming to be an anonymous presence, subsumed into that of the original writer. In a ‘faithful’ and ‘complete’ one, in which the reader is constantly aware that this is a translation, he or she cannot help but be aware of the translator’s presence, which can be distracting and subversive. So what we have here is firmly, and audibly, ‘Nabokov’s Lermontov’.


Take, for instance, a simple sentence with little complication of meaning or colour to it. In ‘Taman’, the first section of Pechorin’s diaries, he is lured out to a night-time meeting by a youngish girl who is half mysterious water-nymph, half conniving smuggler. Here is the 1940 translation of Eden and Cedar Paul, one specifically cited by Nabokov as being full of sin and error: ‘She was waiting for me at the top of the path, wearing a thin dress with a kerchief tied round her supple waist.’ Here is Natasha Randall’s 2009 Penguin version: ‘She was waiting for me at the edge of the slope; her attire was very light, a small shawl wrapped around her lithe figure.’ And here is Nabokov in 1958: ‘She was waiting for me at the edge of the declivity; her garment was more than light, a flimsy kerchief girded her supple figure.’ The first problem here is ‘kerchief’, which in all its recorded usages since 1300 in the Oxford English Dictionary can only refer to a covering for the head or neck or breast or shoulders; or as a short form for ‘handkerchief’ or ‘neckerchief’. So of the three choices, kerchief/waist, shawl/figure, kerchief/figure, Randall’s is the only one that makes sense in English. Then there is Nabokov’s choice of language: ‘declivity’, ‘garment’, ‘more than light’ and ‘girded’. For some, this might seem an antiquey trundle of a sentence; others might find it a useful (if not subtle) way of evoking mid-nineteenth-century Russia. Nabokov further emphasizes his presence by attaching a jocosely pedantic footnote: ‘Pechorin’s description of the girl’s attire is romantically vague. That kerchief or scarf was not her only garment.’ Did anyone think it was?


Nabokov’s lordliness – his hauteur as an auteur – extends not just to all previous translators, but to Lermontov’s prose itself. This, he tells us, is full of ‘depressing flaws’; it is ‘awkward and frequently commonplace’. Yet, mysteriously, ‘Russian schoolteachers used to see in it the perfection of Russian prose. This is a ridiculous opinion, voiced (according to a memoirist) by Chehov, and can only be held if and when a moral quality or a social virtue is confused with literary art.’ According to the said memoirist, ‘Chekhov qualified “Taman” as the perfect short story’ (whereas Nabokov judged it ‘the worst story in the book’). Further, he cited Chekhov’s own words: ‘I don’t know a use of language better than Lermontov’s. Here’s what I would do: Take his story and analyse it, the way we analyse stories in school, by phrases, by clauses. That way, one would learn how to write.’ Maybe Nabokov is inviting us to suspect that the dim ‘memoirist’ had misremembered or massaged this quote? But in any case, Chekhov’s opinion of Lermontov is also available to us in an unmediated form. Here is his letter of 18 January 1888 to Yakov Polonsky: ‘All the great Russian poets have been magnificent prose writers. Hammer and nails will never be able to drive this predisposition from my head . . . In my opinion Lermontov’s “Taman” and Pushkin’s “The Captain’s Daughter”, and the prose of other poets as well, prove the affinity between the richness of Russian verse and the refinement of the best prose.’


And lastly, there are the readers of Lermontov, poor know-nothings most of them. In his introduction Nabokov swipes at ‘the meek and imbecile reader’ who is content – even demands – a slick and cliché-ridden version of the book. Then comes the foolish ‘purist’ who objects to hackneyed epithets and word-repetition being faithfully rendered by the translator; plus the silly and naïve ‘young readers’ and the dumb ‘human-interest readers’, and finally ‘the emotional type of reader’ who likes to subsume author and ‘hero’. Intimidated? You should be. You are being invited to feel your own inadequacy as a reader, because Nabokov is not just by far the best translator, he is also by far the best reader. None of us escapes whipping. Nabokov has a particularly fierce eye on the sort of reader I was back in London in 1961. What’s more, he can predict my future: ‘It would seem that the veneration elderly critics have for A Hero is rather a glorified recollection of youthful readings in the summer twilight, and of ardent self-identification, than the direct result of a mature consciousness of art.’ Touché – or perhaps not. As an ‘elderly critic’ I neither romanticize nor despise the reader I was at sixteen. Some of those early responses and notes, in awkward pencil marginalia, remain unembarrassing (and trace Lermontovian disaffectedness down to Camus’s The Outsider – another key text of my youth). What has happened over the years is that, rather than clinging sentimentally to the particulars of that first reading, I have added to them. I can now admire the descriptions of nature in the Caucasus which, on the half-smiling advice of the narrator, I had earlier tended to skip. I am (just a little) more forgiving of all the coincidences and overhearings which help motor the plot. Pechorin, seductive and repellent, is still just as fascinating a character, but I can now put him in a wider historical and literary context. And I remain in unchanged admiration for this bold, headstrong, carefree undertaking, a first novel published when the author was twenty-five, which proved to be the first prose masterpiece in Russian.


Julian Barnes









Translator’s Foreword


1


IN 1841, a few months before his death (in a pistol duel with a fellow officer at the foot of Mount Mashuk in the Caucasus), Mihail Lermontov (1814–41) composed a prophetic poem:




In noon’s heat, in a dale of Dagestan,


With lead inside my breast, stirless I lay;


The deep wound still smoked on; my blood


Kept trickling drop by drop away.







On the dale’s sand alone I lay. The cliffs


Crowded around in ledges steep,


And the sun scorched their tawny tops


And scorched me – but I slept death’s sleep.







And in a dream I saw an evening feast


That in my native land with bright lights shone;


Among young women crowned with flowers,


A merry talk concerning me went on.







But in the merry talk not joining,


One of them sat there lost in thought,


And in a melancholy dream


Her young soul was immersed – God knows by what.







And of a dale in Dagestan she dreamt;


In that dale lay the corpse of one she knew;


Within his breast a smoking wound showed black,


And blood ran in a stream that colder grew.





This remarkable composition (which, in the original, is in iambic pentameter throughout, with alternate feminine and masculine rhymes) might be entitled ‘The Triple Dream’.


There is an initial dreamer (Lermontov, or more exactly, his poetical impersonator) who dreams that he lies dying in a valley of Eastern Caucasus. This is Dream One, dreamt by Dreamer One.


The fatally wounded man (Dreamer Two) dreams in his turn of a young woman sitting at a feast in St. Petersburg or Moscow. This is Dream Two within Dream One.


The young woman sitting at the feast sees in her mind Dreamer Two (who dies in the course of the poem) in the surroundings of remote Dagestan. This is Dream Three within Dream Two within Dream One – which describes a spiral by bringing us back to the first stanza.


The whorls of these five strophes have a certain structural affinity with the interlacings of the five stories that make up Lermontov’s novel, A Hero of Our Time (Geroy Nashego Vremeni).


In the first two stories, ‘Bela’ and ‘Maksim Maksimich’, Lermontov or, more exactly, his fictional impersonator, an inquisitive traveler, relates a journey he made along the Military Georgian Road (Voenno-gruzinskaya doroga) in the Caucasus around 1837. This is Narrator One.


On the way north from Tiflis he meets an old campaigner, Maksim Maksimich. They travel together for a while and Maksim Maksimich tells Narrator One about a certain Grigoriy Pechorin who, five years before, in the Chechnya Region, north of Dagestan, kidnapped a Circassian girl. Maksim Maksimich is Narrator Two, and the story is ‘Bela’.


At a second meeting on the road (in ‘Maksim Maksimich’), Narrator One and Narrator Two come across Pechorin in the flesh. Henceforth, Pechorin, whose journal Narrator One publishes, becomes Narrator Three, for it is from his journal that the remaining three stories are posthumously drawn.


It will be marked by the good reader that the structural trick consists in bringing Pechorin gradually nearer and nearer until he takes over; but by the time he takes over he is dead. In the first story, Pechorin is twice removed from the reader since his personality is described through Maksim Maksimich, whose words are transmitted to us by Narrator One. In the second story the personality of Narrator Two no longer stands between Pechorin and Narrator One, who, at last, sees the hero for himself. Maksim Maksimich is, in fact, pathetically eager to produce the real Pechorin on top of the subject of his yarn. And, finally, in the last three stories, both Narrator One and Narrator Two step aside, and the reader meets Pechorin, Narrator Three, face to face.


This involute structure is responsible for blurring somewhat the time sequence of the novel. The five stories grow, revolve, reveal, and mask their contours, turn away and reappear in a new attitude or light like five mountain peaks attending a traveler along the meanders of a Caucasian canyon road. The traveler is Lermontov, not Pechorin. The five tales are placed in the novel according to the order in which the events become known to Narrator One; but their chronological sequence is different, going something like this:




	Around 1830 an officer, Grigoriy Pechorin (Narrator Three), on his way from St. Petersburg to the Caucasus, whither he is being sent on some military errand to a detachment on active duty, happens to be stranded at the village of Taman (a port facing the NE coast of the Crimea). An adventure he has there forms the subject of ‘Taman’, the third story in the book.


	After some time spent on active duty in skirmishes with the mountain tribes, Pechorin, on May 10, 1832, arrives for a rest at a Caucasian spa, Pyatigorsk. At Pyatigorsk and at Kislovodsk, a neighboring resort, he participates in a series of dramatic events that lead to his killing a fellow officer in a duel on June 17. These events are related by him in the fourth story, ‘Princess Mary’.


	On June 19, the military authorities have Pechorin dispatched to a fort in the Chechnya Region, Northeast Caucasus, where he arrives only in autumn (after an unexplained delay). There he meets the junior captain Maksim Maksimich. This is related to Narrator One by Narrator Two in the first story, ‘Bela’.


	In December of the same year (1832) Pechorin leaves the fort for a fortnight which he spends in a Cossack settlement north of the Terek River, and there has the adventure described by him in the fifth (last) story, ‘The Fatalist’.


	In the spring of 1833, he kidnaps a Circassian girl who is assassinated by a bandit four and a half months later. In December 1833, Pechorin leaves for Georgia and some time later goes home to St. Petersburg. This is related in ‘Bela’.


	Some four years later, in the autumn of 1837, Narrator One and Narrator Two, on their way north, stop at the town of Vladikavkaz and there run into Pechorin who, in the meantime, has returned to the Caucasus, and is now on his way south, to Persia. This is related by Narrator One in ‘Maksim Maksimich’, the second story in the book.


	In 1838 or 1839, on his way back from Persia, Pechorin dies under circumstances possibly related to a prediction made to him that he would die in consequence of an unfortunate marriage. Narrator One now publishes the dead man’s journal, obtained from Narrator Two. Pechorin’s death is mentioned by Narrator One in his editorial Foreword (1841) to Pechorin’s Journal containing ‘Taman’, ‘Princess Mary’, and ‘The Fatalist’.





Thus the order of the five stories, in relation to Pechorin, is: ‘Taman’, ‘Princess Mary’, ‘The Fatalist’, ‘Bela’, and ‘Maksim Maksimich’.


It is unlikely that Lermontov foresaw the plot of ‘Princess Mary’ while he was writing ‘Bela’. The details of Pechorin’s arrival at the Kamennïy Brod Fort, as given in ‘Bela’ by Maksim Maksimich, do not quite tally with the details given by Pechorin himself in ‘Princess Mary’.


The inconsistencies in the five stories are numerous and glaring, but the narrative surges on with such speed and force; such manly and romantic beauty pervades it; and the general purpose of Lermontov breathes such fierce integrity, that the reader does not stop to wonder why the mermaid in ‘Taman’ assumed that Pechorin could not swim, or why the Captain of Dragoons thought that Pechorin’s seconds would not want to supervise the loading of the pistols. The plight of Pechorin, who is forced, after all, to face Grushnitski’s pistol, would be rather ridiculous, had we not understood that our hero relied not on chance but on fate. This is made quite clear in the last and best story, ‘The Fatalist’, where the crucial passage also turns on a pistol being or not being loaded, and where a kind of duel by proxy is fought between Pechorin and Vulich, with Fate, instead of the smirking dragoon, supervising the lethal arrangements.


A special feature of the structure of our book is the monstrous but perfectly organic part that eavesdropping plays in it. Now Eavesdropping is only one form of a more general device which can be classified under the heading of Coincidence, to which belongs, for instance, the Coincidental Meeting – another variety. It is pretty clear that when a novelist desires to combine the traditional tale of romantic adventure (amorous intrigue, jealousy, revenge, etc.) with a narrative in the first person, and has no desire to invent new techniques, he is somewhat limited in the choice of devices.


The eighteenth-century epistolary form of novel (with the heroine writing to her girl friend, and the hero writing to his old schoolmate, followed by at least ten other combinations) was so stale by Lermontov’s time that he could hardly have used it; and since, on the other hand, our author was more eager to have his story move than to vary, elaborate and conceal the methods of its propulsion, he employed the convenient device of having his Maksim Maksimich and Pechorin overhear, spy upon, and witness any such scene as was needed for the elucidation or the promotion of the plot. Indeed, the author’s use of this device is so consistent throughout the book that it ceases to strike the reader as a marvelous vagary of chance and becomes, as it were, the barely noticeable routine of fate.


In ‘Bela’, there are three cases of eavesdropping: from behind a fence, Narrator Two overhears a boy trying to coax a robber into selling him a horse (p. 26); and later on, the same Narrator overhears, first from under a window, and then from behind a door, two crucial conversations between Pechorin and Bela (pp. 35–6).


In ‘Taman’, from behind a jutting rock, Narrator Three overhears a conversation between a girl and and a blind lad, which informs everybody concerned, including the reader, of the smuggling business (p. 71); and the same eavesdropper, from another point of vantage, a cliff above the shore, overhears the final conversation between the smugglers (pp. 78–9).


In ‘Princess Mary’, Narrator Three eavesdrops as many as eight times, in consequence of which he is always in the know. From behind the corner of a covered walk, he sees Mary retrieving the mug dropped by disabled Grushnitski (p. 87); from behind a tall shrub, he overhears a sentimental dialogue between the two (pp. 102–3); from behind a stout lady, he overhears the talk that leads to an attempt, on the part of the dragoon, to have Mary insulted by a pre-Dostoevskian drunk (pp. 105–6); from an unspecified distance, he stealthily watches Mary yawning at Grushnitski’s jokes (p. 113); from the midst of a ballroom crowd, he catches her ironic retorts to Grushnitski’s romantic entreaties (pp. 122–3); from outside ‘an improperly closed shutter’, he sees and hears the dragoon plotting with Grushnitski to fake a duel with him, Pechorin (pp. 132–4); through a window curtain which is ‘not completely drawn’, he observes Mary pensively sitting on her bed (p. 137); in a restaurant, from behind a door that leads to the corner room, where Grushnitski and his friends are assembled, Pechorin hears himself accused of visiting Mary at night (pp. 139–40); and finally, and most conveniently, Dr. Werner, Pechorin’s second, overhears a conversation between the dragoon and Grushnitski, which leads Werner and Pechorin to conclude that only one pistol will be loaded (pp. 141–2). This accumulation of knowledge on the part of the hero causes the reader to await, with frantic interest, the inevitable scene when Pechorin will crush Grushnitski with the disclosure of this knowledge.


2


This is the first English translation of Lermontov’s novel. The book has been paraphrased into English several times,1 but never translated before. The experienced hack may find it quite easy to turn Lermontov’s Russian into slick English clichés by means of judicious omission, amplification, and levigation; and he will tone down everything that might seem unfamiliar to the meek and imbecile reader visualized by his publisher. But the honest translator is faced with a different task.


In the first place, we must dismiss, once and for all the conventional notion that a translation ‘should read smoothly’, and ‘should not sound like a translation’ (to quote the would-be compliments, addressed to vague versions, by genteel reviewers who never have and never will read the original texts). In point of fact, any translation that does not sound like a translation is bound to be inexact upon inspection; while, on the other hand, the only virtue of a good translation is faithfulness and completeness. Whether it reads smoothly or not, depends on the model, not on the mimic.


In attempting to translate Lermontov, I have gladly sacrificed to the requirements of exactness a number of important things – good taste, neat diction, and even grammar (when some characteristic solecism occurs in the Russian text). The English reader should be aware that Lermontov’s prose style in Russian is inelegant; it is dry and drab; it is the tool of an energetic, incredibly gifted, bitterly honest, but definitely inexperienced young man. His Russian is, at times, almost as crude as Stendhal’s French; his similes and metaphors are utterly commonplace; his hackneyed epithets are only redeemed by occasionally being incorrectly used. Repetition of words in descriptive sentences irritates the purist. And all this, the translator should faithfully render, no matter how much he may be tempted to fill out the lapse and delete the redundancy.


When Lermontov started to write, Russian prose had already evolved that predilection for certain terms that became typical of the Russian novel. Every translator becomes aware, in the course of his task, that, apart from idiomatic locutions, the ‘From’ language has a certain number of constantly iterated words which, though readily translatable, occur in the ‘Into’ language far less frequently and less colloquially. Through long use, these words have become mere pegs or signs, the meeting places of mental associations, the reunions of related notions. They are tokens of sense, rather than particularizations of sense. Of the hundred or so peg words familiar to any student of Russian literature, the following may be listed as being especial favorites with Lermontov:






	zadúmat’sya

	To become pensive; to lapse into thought; to be lost in thought.






	podoytí

	To approach; to go up to.






	prinyát’ vid

	To assume an air (serious, gay, etc.). Fr. prendre un air.






	molchát’

	To be silent. Fr. se taire.






	mel’kát’

	To flick; to flicker; to dart; to be glimpsed.






	neiz’yasnímïy

	Ineffable (a Gallicism).






	gíbkiy

	Supple; flexible. Too often said of human bodies.






	mráchnïy

	Gloomy.






	prístal’no

	Intently; fixedly; steadily; steadfastly (said of looking, gazing, peering, etc.).






	nevól’no

	Involuntarily. Fr. malgré soi.






	on nevól’no zadúmalsya

	He could not help growing thoughtful.






	vdrug

	Suddenly.






	uzhé

	Already; by now.







It is the translator’s duty to have, as far as possible, these words reoccur in English as often, and as irritatingly, as they do in the Russian text; I say, as far as possible, because in some cases the word has two or more shades of meaning depending on the context. ‘A slight pause’, or ‘a moment of silence’, for instance, may render the recurrent minuta molchan’ya better than ‘a minute of silence’ would.


Another thing that has to be kept in mind is that in one language great care is taken by novelists to tabulate certain facial expressions, gestures, or motions that writers in another language will take for granted and mention seldom, or not at all. The nineteenth-century Russian writer’s indifference to exact shades of visual color leads to an acceptance of rather droll epithets condoned by literary usage (a surprising thing in the case of Lermontov, who was not only a painter in the literal sense, but saw colors and was able to name them); thus in the course of A Hero the faces of various people turn purple, red, rosy, orange, yellow, green and blue.2 A romantic epithet of Gallic origin that occurs four times in the course of the novel is tusklaya blednost’, paleur mate, dull (or lusterless) pallor. In ‘Taman’, the delinquent girl’s face is covered with ‘a dull pallor, betraying inner agitation’ (p. 77). In ‘Princess Mary’, this phenomenon occurs three times: a dull pallor is spread over Mary’s face (p. 126) when she accuses Pechorin of disrespect; a dull pallor is spread over Pechorin’s face revealing ‘the traces of painful insomnia’ (p. 144); and just before the duel, a dull pallor is spread over Grushnitski’s cheeks as his conscience struggles with his pride (p. 147).


Besides such code sentences as ‘her lips grew pale’, ‘he flushed’, ‘her hand trembled slightly’, and so forth, emotions are signalled by certain abrupt and violent gestures. In ‘Bela’, Pechorin hits the table with his fist to punctuate with a bang his words ‘she won’t belong to anybody but me’ (p. 34). On the next page, it is his forehead he strikes with his fist (a gesture deemed Oriental by some commentators) upon realizing he has bungled the seduction and driven Bela to tears (p. 35). In his turn, Grushnitski strikes the table with his fist (p. 98) when convinced by Pechorin’s remarks that Mary is merely a flirt. And the Captain of Dragoons does the same when demanding attention (p. 132). There is also a great deal of the ‘seizing his arm’, ‘taking him by the arm’, and ‘pulling by the sleeve’ business throughout the novel.


‘Stamping on the ground’ is another emotional signal much in favor with Lermontov, and, in Russian literature of the time, this was new. Maksim Maksimich, in ‘Bela’ (p. 30), stamps his foot in self-accusation. Grushnitski, in ‘Princess Mary’, stamps his in petulance (p. 123); and the Captain of Dragoons stamps his in disgust (p. 153).


3


It is unnecessary to discuss here Pechorin’s character. The good reader will easily understand it by studying the book; but so much nonsense has been written about Pechorin, by those who adopt a sociological approach to literature, that a few warning words must be said.


We should not take, as seriously as most Russian commentators, Lermontov’s statement in his Introduction (a stylized bit of make-believe in its own right) that Pechorin’s portrait is ‘composed of all the vices of our generation’. Actually, the bored and bizarre hero is a product of several generations, some of them non-Russian; he is the fictional descendant of a number of fictional self-analysts, beginning with Saint-Preux (the lover of Julie d’Etange in Rousseau’s Julie ou la nouvelle Héloïse, 1761) and Werther (the admirer of Charlotte S——in Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen Werthers, 1774, known to Russians mainly in French versions such as that by Sévelinges, 1804), going through Chateaubriand’s René (1802), Constant’s Adolphe (1815), and the heroes of Byron’s long poems (especially The Giaour, 1813, and The Corsair, 1814, known to Russians in Pichot’s French prose versions, from 1820 on), and ending with Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin (1825–32) and with various more ephemeral products of the French novelists of the first half of the century (Nodier, Balzac, etc.). Pechorin’s association with a given time and a given place tends to lend a new flavor to the transplanted fruit, but it is doubtful whether much is added to an appreciation of this flavor by generalizing about the exacerbation of thought produced in independent minds by the tyranny of Nicholas I’s reign (1825–56).


The point to be marked in a study of A Hero of Our Time is that, though of tremendous and at times somewhat morbid interest to the sociologist, the ‘time’ is of less interest to the student of literature than the ‘hero’. In the latter, young Lermontov managed to create a fictional person whose romantic dash and cynicism, tigerlike suppleness and eagle eye, hot blood and cool head, tenderness and taciturnity, elegance and brutality, delicacy of perception and harsh passion to dominate, ruthlessness and awareness of it, are of lasting appeal to readers of all countries and centuries – especially to young readers; for it would seem that the veneration elderly critics have for A Hero is rather a glorified recollection of youthful readings in the summer twilight, and of ardent self-identification, than the direct result of a mature consciousness of art.


Of the other characters in the book there is, likewise, little to say. The most endearing one is obviously the old Captain Maksim Maksimich, stolid, gruff, naïvely poetical, matter-of-fact, simple-hearted, and completely neurotic. His hysterical behavior at the abortive meeting with his old friend Pechorin is one of the passages most dear to human-interest readers. Of the several villains in the book, Kazbich and his florid speech (as rendered by Maksim Maksimich) are an obvious product of literary orientalia, while the American reader may be excused for substituting the Indians of Fenimore Cooper for Lermontov’s Circassians. In the worst story of the book, ‘Taman’ (deemed by some Russian critics the greatest, for reasons incomprehensible to me), Yanko is saved from utter banality when we notice that the connection between him and the blind lad is a pleasing echo of the scene between hero and hero-worshipper in ‘Maksim Maksimich’.


Another kind of interplay occurs in ‘Princess Mary’. If Pechorin is a romantic shadow of Lermontov, Grushnitski, as Russian critics have already noted, is a grotesque shadow of Pechorin, and the lowest level of imitation is supplied by Pechorin’s valet. Grushnitski’s evil genius, the Captain of Dragoons, is little more than a stock character of comedy, and the continuous references to the hugger-mugger he indulges in are rather painful. No less painful is the skipping and singing of the wild girl in ‘Taman’. Lermontov was singularly inept in his descriptions of women. Mary is the generalized young thing of novelettes, with no attempt at individualization except perhaps her ‘velvety’ eyes, which however are forgotten in the course of the story. Vera is a mere phantom, with a phantom birthmark on her cheek; Bela, an Oriental beauty on the lid of a box of Turkish delight.


What, then, makes the everlasting charm of this book? Why is it so interesting to read and reread? Certainly not for its style – although, curiously enough, Russian schoolteachers used to see in it the perfection of Russian prose. This is a ridiculous opinion, voiced (according to a memoirist) by Chehov, and can only be held if and when a moral quality or a social virtue is confused with literary art, or when an ascetic critic regards the rich and ornate with such suspicion that, in contrast, the awkward and frequently commonplace style of Lermontov seems delightfully chaste and simple. But genuine art is neither chaste nor simple, and it is sufficient to glance at the prodigiously elaborate and magically artistic style of Tolstoy (who, by some, is considered to be a literary descendant of Lermontov) to realize the depressing flaws of Lermontov’s prose.
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