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EUGENE ONEGIN

ALEXANDER SERGEYEVICH PUSHKIN was born in Moscow in 1799. He was liberally educated and left school in 1817. Given a sinecure in the Foreign Office, he spent three dissipated years in St Petersburg writing light, erotic and highly polished verse. He flirted with several pre-Decembrist societies, composing the mildly revolutionary verses which led to his disgrace and exile in 1820. After travelling through the Caucasus and the Crimea, he was sent to Bessarabia, where he wrote The Captive of the Caucasus and The Fountain at Bakhchisaray, and began Eugene Onegin. His work took an increasingly serious turn during the last year of his southern exile, in Odessa. In 1824 he was transferred to his parents’ estate at Mikhaylovskoe in north-west Russia, where he spent two solitary but fruitful years during which he wrote his historical drama Boris Godunov, continued Eugene Onegin and finished The Gipsies. After the failure of the Decembrist Revolt in 1825 and the succession of a new tsar, Pushkin was granted conditional freedom in 1826. During the next three years he wandered restlessly between St Petersburg and Moscow. He wrote an epic poem, Poltava, but little else. In 1829 he went with the Russian army to Transcaucasia, and the following year, stranded by a cholera outbreak at the small family estate of Boldino, he wrote his experimental Little Tragedies in blank verse and The Tales of Belkin in prose, and virtually completed Eugene Onegin. In 1831 he married the beautiful Natalya Goncharova. The rest of his life was soured by debts and the malice of his enemies. Although his literary output slackened, he produced his major prose works The Queen of Spades and The Captain’s Daughter, his masterpiece in verse, The Bronze Horseman, important lyrics and fairy tales, including The Tale of the Golden Cockerel. Towards the end of 1836 anonymous letters goaded Pushkin into challenging a troublesome admirer of his wife to a duel. He was mortally wounded and died in January 1837.
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Chronology

1799 26 May Born in Moscow. Father of ancient Muscovite aristocratic lineage; mother a granddaughter of Abyssinian General A. Gannibal (the ‘Negro of Peter the Great’).

1811–17 Educated at newly opened Imperial Lycée at Tsarskoe Selo. First poetry (earliest publication 1814).

1817–20 Nominal government appointment in Foreign Office, St Petersburg. Life of dissipation. ‘Free-thinking’ acquaintances (future Decembrists).

1820 Completed first major narrative poem, Ruslan and Lyudmila. Exiled to south for a handful of ‘liberal’ verses on freedom, serfdom and autocracy.

1820–24 ‘Southern exile’ (via Caucasus and Crimea to Kishinev and, from July 1823, Odessa). ‘Byronic’ narrative poems, including The Captive of the Caucasus and The Fountain at Bakhchisaray. Began Eugene Onegin (1823). Recognition as leading poet of his generation.

1824–6 After misdemeanours in Odessa, exile continued in greater isolation of parental estate of Mikhaylovskoe. The Gipsies (1824); Count Nulin; Boris Godunov (1825). Misses Decembrist Revolt of 1825, ruthlessly suppressed by new emperor, Nicholas I.

1826 September Summoned to Moscow by Nicholas I. Freed from exile, with tsar as personal censor; subject thereafter to ‘surveillance, guidance and counselling’ of Count Benkendorf, Head of the Third Section (Secret Police). Resumed life in Moscow and St Petersburg; restlessness, search for stability.

1828 Poltava (narrative poem on Peter the Great and Mazepa).

1829 Four-month visit to Transcaucasia. Witnessed Russian army in action against the Turks.

1830 Proposed to Natalya Goncharova (1812–63). In September–November stranded by cholera epidemic at new estate of Boldino: first and most productive ‘Boldino autumn’ (Onegin; lyrics; Little Tragedies; Tales of Belkin; The Little House in Kolomna).

1831 Married in February. Settled in St Petersburg. Completed Onegin.

1833 Historical research. Travelled to Urals. Second Boldino autumn (The Bronze Horseman; work on The Queen of Spades).

1833–6 Unhappy period in St Petersburg: humiliations at court (with requests for retirement from government service refused), mounting debts and marital insecurity. Relatively little creative work: The Captain’s Daughter (completed 1836) and some outstanding lyrics.

1837 27 January Provoked into duel with Baron D’Anthés, adopted son of Dutch ambassador, and shot in stomach. Died two days later. ‘Secret’ burial decreed, to avoid expressions of public sympathy.





Preface
by John Bayley

Alexander Pushkin, Russia’s greatest poet, was born in Moscow in 1799. The Pushkins had never played a distinguished part in Russian history though they were one of the old boyar families; but since the new-style empire of Peter the Great they had been eclipsed by the newly made court aristocracy. Pushkin’s mother’s family, the Gannibals, were descended from a little negro slave, acquired from the Turkish court by Peter the Great. It used to be taken for granted that this child was some sort of princely hostage, perhaps from the Ethiopian royal house, but from all that is known he might have come from any part of East Africa. What is certain is that he appealed in some way to the tsar, who trained him as an officer, and he ended up as a competent Engineer General, building fortifications, and a landowner with a family. He seems to have grown into a man of gloomy and unamiable disposition, not at all a romantic Othello. But Pushkin was proud of his African forebear, to whom he attributed his own features, his volatile temperament and strong sexual appetite. In his poem My Genealogy he writes of his pride in both sides of his family, and he composed an unfinished historical novel called The Negro of Peter the Great.

He was a clever but idle schoolboy, writing verses copiously in both French and Russian, all heavily influenced by eighteenth-century French models. After he left school, and although always hard-up, he led in Petersburg the life of a dissolute young man-about-town; he had a gift for friendship and made many friends, including other young poets, to whom he always stayed passionately loyal. In the midst of gambling, drinking and womanizing he found time to write the delightful mock-epic Ruslan and Lyudmila, a fairy tale as innocently and magically beautiful as it is witty and light-hearted. Innocence is indeed a prime Pushkinian quality: shortage of cash in any case kept his dissipation, we may suspect, within very moderate bounds, but apart from that his appetite never lost its gusto; his response to living was always fresh and direct. Like his own Don Juan in the miniature play The Stone Guest, he was apt – before he married – to fall in love with every woman who attracted him, as if for the first time. Though he kept a list of conquests he did it not to add scalps to his belt, but to record, as it were, the precise nature of each new experience.

Then there was the question of politics. Pushkin joined a club, the Green Lamp, where the meetings were by turns uproarious and full of high-minded debate, with the reading of poems against the government. Some of the members had secret affiliations with the Decembrist movement, which attempted a coup d’état against the new tsar in 1825. But Pushkin was not taken into their confidence: though they admired his poetry and appreciated what it might do for the liberal cause, they considered him too light-hearted for the responsibilities of a conspirator. And no doubt they were right; it was his instinct for friendship rather than any deeply held political convictions that had brought him together with these dedicated spirits, whose acquaintance he treasured and commemorated to the end of his life. Many were executed or sent into exile. The poem Arion imagines the poet, the ‘mysterious singer’, cast ashore by the tempest which has destroyed the ship of which his friends were captain and crew.

Pushkin’s feeling for the world of power and politics was not that of a Byron or an Alfieri; it was not dramatic and idealistic but the slowly maturing response of a very great artist – it was in fact Shakespearean. His play Boris Godunov shows that; still more so his final poetic masterpiece, The Bronze Horseman, a sombre tale in which the relations of the ruler and the ruled are explored with the deepest possible imagination and understanding. As a tale in verse it is as densely and beautifully suggestive, though far darker in tone, as Eugene Onegin, the verse novel. And Pushkin deliberately christened its hero Evgeny – ‘because I like the name and am used to it’ – though he is a character very different from his namesake in the longer work.

But all this was in the future. In 1820 Pushkin certainly thought of himself as a liberal among his young liberal friends, who passed from hand to hand (as with ‘Samizdat’ today) poems like the Ode to Freedom, The Village and The Dagger, spirited productions whose poetic skilfulness was more unusual than their sentiments. Tsar Alexander had his attention drawn to them by the Chief of Police: something must be done. Typically their solution was a much more humane one than a comparable offender would be likely to suffer under the Soviet régime. Pushkin was packed off to south Russia to serve on the ‘Board for Protection of Foreign Colonists’. His chief, General Inzov, was a kindly man, his duties nominal. Also he got to Odessa, the most cosmopolitan town in Russia. He made many new and valued friends and fell in love several times. And he began Eugene Onegin.

But he was soon in trouble again. Count Vorontsov, the Governor, a cultivated anglophile with a cold heart (he makes a brief but telling appearance in Tolstoy’s last great story, Hadji Murad), regarded him with distaste and tried to keep him in his place. A letter was opened in which Pushkin remarked he was ‘taking lessons in atheism’. In July 1824 he was formally expelled from the service and ordered to live on his mother’s small estate at Mikhaylovskoe, under the supervision of the local authorities. Pushkin had never got on with his parents, and their outrage at the mess their eldest son had got into did not help matters. After some painful scenes they left for the capital, taking their younger son and daughter with them. Pushkin began one of those solitary idylls of concentrated work in the country, which for the rest of his life were to form his sole creative pattern. From now on he would retire to a country house, usually in early autumn, and produce a year’s work or more in three or four weeks.

The next year Alexander died; the Decembrists attempted their revolt on the Senate Square in St Petersburg; the new Tsar Nicholas crushed it, and the five leading conspirators, who included Ryleev, a friend of Pushkin and a fellow poet, were hanged. But the new ruler appeared to befriend Pushkin, who was at first flattered by his paternalistic attentions. Nicholas I was far from stupid; he saw what a help it could be to have an intelligent non-fanatic like Pushkin at least partly on his side; and when the tsar wanted he could exercise a powerful charm over both men and women.

Over women especially. Pushkin had been attracted by the beautiful Natalya Goncharova, a seventeen-year-old to whom he proposed in 1828, at a time when he was becoming increasingly disillusioned with the tsar’s patronage and by the surveillance of Benkendorf, his Chief of Police. He longed to settle down, have a family and write in peace, away from the distractions of the court and the jealousies of journalists and the world of fashion. In 1830, after an interlude visiting his brother in the Caucasus and trying to get into the army, he renewed his suit to Natalya, and she accepted him. He had no money, nor had she; but she and her family had reflected on the eligibility of his court connections and the use that might be made of them. Not that Natalya was a cold and calculating miss; she was stupid, she was vain, but she was not unamiable and in so far as she could she returned the warmth of Pushkin’s affection. He himself had few illusions. ‘There’s no happiness but in the common lot,’ he wrote to a friend, quoting Chateaubriand. ‘Trials and tribulations will not astonish me. They are included in my family budget. Any joy will be something I did not expect.’

For a time all went well, though Pushkin was always short of money; his poetry was no longer in vogue, and the journal he had begun to edit, the Contemporary, did not pay. In the intervals of having two children Natalya enjoyed a dazzling social success in St Petersburg, so much so that the tsar made Pushkin a ‘Gentleman of the Chamber’, so that the young couple could be constantly at his disposal for court functions and balls. Intended for well-born youngsters on the make, such a post was a humiliation for Pushkin and made him all the more sensitive to other slights and insults, real or imagined. And not only the tsar had an eye on his wife: she was also the object of a determined flirtation by the handsome young Baron D’Anthès, a French royalist émigré and the adopted son of the Dutch ambassador. It was of no help to Pushkin that he trusted his wife, who was certainly innocent of any affair either with D’Anthès or Nicholas (though after Pushkin’s death she may have been for a short while mâitresse en titre to the tsar). What mattered was what people thought, and a woman of Natalya’s temperament was incapable of denying them plenty to gossip about. A grotesque complication was that her sister, who had come to live with them in order to find herself a Petersburg husband, now fell madly in love with D’Anthés, who found it convenient to return her feeling in order to continue seeing as much as possible of Pushkin’s wife. There was a quarrel and a duel was only just averted by the good offices of friends, and then D’Anthés actually proposed to Natalya’s sister and was of course accepted. After the marriage the situation continued as before; goaded beyond endurance by the general gossip that he was now certainly a cuckold, Pushkin resolved to end it. A touching aspect of the matter, if one memoirist is to be believed, is that Natalya was pitiably upset, and begged her husband for reassurance that she and not her sister was the real object of D’Anthés’ infatuation. That, if true, tells us a lot about both wife and husband.

To avoid further intervention by friends Pushkin sent the Dutch ambassador a grossly offensive letter. D’Anthés could only challenge him, on his adoptive father’s behalf. The duel took place next day, in deep snow. D’Anthés fired first and Pushkin was hit. Prostrate, he managed to fire his own shot and slightly wound his opponent. His own injury was severe, and after undergoing torment at the hands of the doctors he died two days later. The tsar wrote to him on his deathbed, exhorting him to die as a Christian, and promising that the family would be looked after. He was as good as his word. The poet’s debts were paid and his widow received a pension. She later married an army officer who had been a slight acquaintance. D’Anthés was quietly asked to leave, and after returning to France he became a successful supporter of Napoleon III, not dying until 1895. He never expressed any regret at killing Russia’s greatest poet, for whose character and actions he always professed the greatest contempt. The young Lermontov wrote an angry poem on the circumstances of Pushkin’s death, for circulating which he was promptly exiled to the Caucasus.



There is nothing directly autobiographical about Pushkin’s great verse novel, but it is illuminating to read it in the context of his short and brilliant creative life, for he was working on it at intervals over eight years. He began it at Kishinev in south Russia in 1823 and completed it at the small country estate of Boldino in 1830. It was composed over the period during which the bulk of his poetry was produced – lyrics, heroic and humorous poems, folk tales in verse, Boris Godunov and the tersely original Little Tragedies, masterpieces in almost every poetic genre. The remarkable thing is that this leisurely period of birth and creation produced not an extended and relaxed narrative, like Byron’s Don Juan, but a symmetrical plot which seems to unfold with almost dream-like inevitability. All Pushkin’s works show a great sense of form. Indeed he seems to have thought of everything he wrote as in some sense deliberate experiment, embodying all the characteristics of which a given form was capable, and the virtues most appropriate to it.

But how could a verse novel be constructed to show all the qualities of which such a form was capable? Pushkin himself did not know, as he tells us in his penultimate stanza. He had to find out; the unknown hybrid had to declare itself. To make the point as clear as possible I shall quote the passage in literal prose:



Many many days have passed since that time when young Tatyana, and Onegin with her, in a blurred vision first appeared to me – and the distance of a free novel I did not then clearly discern through the magic crystal.



What did Pushkin mean by the term ‘a free novel’? Apparently a work of art which did not conform to the rules of a single genre, but which, as he put it in the stanza that opened the poem by way of a preface, offered ‘a collection of parti-coloured chapters, half-funny, half-sad, ideal and folk-simple’ (prostonarodny, a difficult term to translate literally: perhaps ‘earthy’ would be the nearest equivalent).

For Pushkin, Byron’s poems were ‘free’ in this sense, and so were Shakespeare’s plays. Pushkin’s creative intelligence was direct, clear and logical; it did not concern itself with metaphysical distinctions of the new and fashionable German kind. By ‘romanticism’, as he tells us in his essay ‘On Classical and Romantic poetry’, written in 1825, he meant no more and no less than the nature of this kind of literature, possessing the freedom of Byron or Shakespeare. In contrast to it was a classical art which conformed to strict rules and conventions, like that of Corneille and Racine, and the plays of Voltaire which he had studied as a schoolboy. If the label ‘romantic’ meant anything for Pushkin, it could be applied in any age to a work which obeyed no rules but its own, which was in turn grave and gay, comic and sad, thoughtful and frivolous, sophisticated and simple. If the work were to succeed this heterogeneous mixture must never be an excuse for muddle and laxity; it must be incisive and organized, never vague, cloudy and verbose. Thus the proper sense of romanticism was for him a literary technique, not a movement of the soul, an aspiration, a spiritual attitude to the universe.

This brings us to the first of the seductive paradoxes involved in the composition of Eugene Onegin. Like all great novels it seems to have grown rather than been made, and yet at the same time it is constructed like a perfect curve or parabola, with a totally satisfying logic of its own. The so-called ‘Formalist’ critics have pointed out Pushkin’s debt to Tristram Shandy, a work that had enjoyed great popularity among Russian writers and intellectuals. Sterne’s novel may seem impossibly shapeless and dishevelled but in fact it has an interior logic of its own, swallowing its tail at the appointed time by means of an all-pervasive joke. An analogous kind of logic is implicit in the ‘story’ of Eugene and Tatyana. I put it in inverted commas because in one of the most interesting commentaries on the novel the Russian critic Shklovsky tells us that Pushkin’s real subject is not the story of the pair – ‘but a game with this story’. Tatyana falls in love with Onegin and nothing comes of it. Then he falls in love with her and nothing comes of that. End of novel. It is a game with non-events and – by implication – with non-characters.

There may be something in this, when we reflect on it at the prompting of a penetrating critic; but very few readers of the poem have ever thought it spontaneously. And Pushkin, like all good novelists, knew instinctively that the only real characters in fiction are those about whose true nature there can be endless discussion and no final verdict. Pushkin may have ‘made a game’ with his story, but by doing so he contrived to make it seem no less real but more so. He tells us how much he loves ‘my Tatyana’, and how attached he is to ‘my Onegin’. Sophisticates like Shklovsky and Nabokov may regard this as all part of the game, but in practice this direct and obvious affection for his couple by the author cannot but make them seem in every way more alive to the reader.

This is the most remarkable feat of the poem, as a supremely artificial masterpiece of complex comedy. Jane Austen’s novels (though Pushkin had never heard of Jane Austen) are also, and in the same way, beautifully finished comedies of art and simple natural comedies about life. In terms of their achievement they give so complete an impression of being the latter because they are so well constructed as the former. With her, as with Pushkin, the result of artifice is to put readers more simply and directly in touch with the world artifice has created.

Pushkin was not long dead – in the duel he fought six years after completing Eugene Onegin – before the Russian intellectuals who revered his memory and loved his poetry began to see in Eugene Onegin a masterpiece of social diagnosis. It seemed to them to sum up the situation and the sickness of the age in Russia, and to present its definitive psychological types, alike in their weakness and their strength. To Russian critics Onegin was the prime example of what they had come to call ‘the superfluous man’, the figure who in a repressed and despotic society can find no proper outlet for his energies, and who in consequence fritters away his life as a gambler and dandy, cynical lover and roué. And if Onegin seemed to thoughtful Russians a type of their own helplessness and sterility, then Tatyana appeared by contrast the ideal Russian woman, whose emotions are instant and genuine, and who expresses the energy and life-force latent in the Russian character.

Quite why Tatyana as a woman should be immune to the social malaise which paralyses and perverts Onegin is not entirely clear, but we can sympathize with something instinctive in this reaction to the pair. It is quite true that Tatyana does seem more real than Onegin; the Russian novelists who followed Pushkin took her accordingly as a prototype, and perhaps almost unconsciously. We can see Tatyana in Dostoevsky’s spirited Dunya, the sister of Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, who is himself in a sense a figure evolved from Onegin. And her influence on Tolstoy’s Natasha of War and Peace is just as evident. All through the nineteenth-century Russian novel there runs the theme of the strong and spontaneous woman, and the uncertain, unsatisfied male who is frustrated in the pursuit of personal and social ideals, pinned down by abstractions ‘like a man under a stone’ – rejected by life. And the growing self-awareness of Russian intellectuals identified this pattern with the primary analysis that they felt Pushkin had made in Eugene Onegin.

Vladimir Nabokov, novelist and critic, author of Lolita, has produced by far the most erudite as well as the most fascinating commentary in English on Pushkin’s poem, and together with it a translation that is as scrupulously accurate, in terms of grammar, sense and phrasing, as it is idiosyncratic and Nabokovian in its vocabulary. A devotee of the poem but sardonic about its other critics, Nabokov is highly diverted by the perennial Russian tendency, still continuing in Soviet critical circles today, to fit Evgeny and Tatyana into some appropriate social formula. For example, he points out the odd fact that those most anxious to read a moral into the poem are apt to impose on it not only their own interpretation but even their own version of its events. Thus Dostoevsky, who fervently admired the poem and preached a magnificent eulogy of Pushkin at the memorial celebrations in Moscow on the fiftieth anniversary of his death, spoke of Onegin as a restless romantic wanderer, travelling unsatisfied from one country to another. Tatyana, by contrast, was an admirable type of the loving and virtuous Russian woman, presented in a typically Russian setting. Moreover, Dostoevsky seemed to take for granted that, after Onegin spurned her, Tatyana married ‘a venerable old man’, whereas her husband is not in fact much older than Onegin himself: he only seems to be because his life has evidently been a success, and he has a bourgeois figure and bourgeois virtues. ‘All of which goes to show,’ as Nabokov drily remarks, ‘that Dostoevsky had not really read Eugene Onegin.’

That is not fair, of course. Like all great stories constructed by great artists, Eugene Onegin not only tells its own story to the reader but tells a story which feeds the reader’s own particular needs. Coleridge was not the only member of Shakespeare’s audience to find he had ‘something of Hamlet in him’. Dosto-evsky was supplying something that for him was essential to the tale, and that seemed of great interest and significance to his contemporaries as well. Moreover, it is clear that for Pushkin one of the pleasures of writing the poem as he did is that he was greatly taken with his cast of characters and enjoyed feeling that he did not know what they would do. The very artificiality of the poem, the leisurely composition of those stanzas – each one in terms of rhythm and cadence a little work of art on its own – made it possible for him to hold back from the close study and manipulation of character and plot which was habitual to the novelists of the nineteenth century. When Tolstoy ‘discovered’, as he wrote to a friend, that the heroine of Resurrection could not after all marry the hero, we do not really believe it of him: in all probability Tolstoy was remembering Pushkin’s remark, ‘Do you know my Tatyana has rejected Onegin? I never expected it of her.’ But what for Tolstoy was a fairly heavy joke was in a sense really true for Pushkin. He did not know his hero and heroine as a reflective novelist would do; he merely felt affectionate towards them as social acquaintances about whom he was weaving the beautifully and intricately humorous web of his poem.

This is why any strong sense of contrast between hero and heroine as types of social and national life is not really justified in terms of Pushkin’s outlook and his craftsmanship. He portrays both as typical young persons of their class, more at home in the French than in the Russian language (Tatyana’s love letter to Onegin is in French) and goes out of his way to emphasize that the sensibility of both is moulded by European Romantic models. In his youth the cosmopolitan circles he had moved in had ridiculed the fogeys who held forth about preserving the purity of the Russian language; and now Pushkin gets a good deal of fun out of pointing out just how garbled – the equivalent, it might be said, of the ‘parti-coloured’ nature of his own poem – is ordinary colloquial upper-class Russian:

is it not true that Russian speech,

so sketchily possessed by each,

by all is sweetly mutilated,

and it’s the foreign phrase that trips

like native idiom from their lips?

     (3.XXVII)


Not only the foreign phrase but the fashionable foreign emotions and ennui. And it is quite true that even Russian fairy stories were mostly taken from Italian and German chapbooks. The most effectively Russian thing about Pushkin is his light-hearted indifference about whether he or any of the things he writes about are Russian or not. That way, they became so.

And Dostoevsky and his friends were perfectly justified in taking the line they did. Nabokov impishly points out that their patriotic eulogies of Tatyana’s firmness and virtue miss the point that other girls in other books – the heroines that Tatyana had read about in Rousseau and Richardson – were apt to behave in an entirely similar manner.

From early on she loved romances,

they were her only food … and so

she fell in love with all the fancies

of Richardson and of Rousseau.

     (2.XXIX)

Well, at the climax of the novel Tatyana refuses with quiet dignity the advances of the now infatuated Onegin, and no doubt she may be modelling her conduct on that of the girls she has read about. Yet it seems her own self, the unique self Pushkin had created, that speaks; the self to which so many Russian bosoms returned an echo when she says she loves Onegin – why deny it? – but that she has married another man and will be faithful to him for the rest of her life.

Nabokov deserts the formalist camp and enters the ordinary reader’s circle of gossip when he wonders whether Tatyana was quite so steadfast in her decision as her sentiments proclaim her to be. If Pushkin intended her dismissal of Onegin to be final, has he really achieved his purpose? The fact is, as Nabokov tacitly admits, that Pushkin has made his ‘game’ with the story so life-like that we all speculate about hero and heroine as we do about friends and relations, or about the characters of Shakespeare and Jane Austen. Perhaps Onegin and Tatyana met again? Perhaps their relation continued or, more likely, it did not? All that side of the matter has the quality of gossip raised to a celestial level of art.

But if the reader is free to speculate about Tatyana’s feelings, and whether her resolution would have survived an indefinite siege by Onegin, the poet and his poem are not. Pushkin was ‘free’ in writing his poem, but his sense of form was unconsciously shaping it all the time and determining its allotted span. He seems not to have wanted to end it. Reluctant to abandon ‘my Onegin’ and ‘my Tatyana’, he proposed to continue the poem by accompanying Onegin on a trip abroad to exotic parts, perhaps to the Caucasus where Pushkin himself had visited his brother in the army, or to Persia, where the Russian playwright Griboyedov had been posted as an envoy and murdered in an uprising.

Why not? Pushkin himself has already made an appearance in his own poem, as a ‘friend’ of Onegin. And he must certainly have had in mind the precedent of Byron’s Don Juan. Why not accompany his hero on further adventures as the English poet had done? But Onegin is not Don Juan, or anything like him. Most emphatically he is not on easy terms with the consciousness of his creator; his story must run its own course separately and conclusively. Very definitely he is the beginning and end of a dramatic tale which has a unity about it: not a convenience to be propelled from one place to another at the whim of an author who wants to visit there.

Of course, as with all great works of its kind, there is an autobiographical element in Eugene Onegin. The author is halfway between his hero, the cynical averti man who knows what it’s all about, and the young enthusiast, as full of illusions as he is full of a fresh, happy, conventional appetite for love and life, whom the hero fatally befriends. Onegin and his friend Lensky are in masculine terms the opposite poles of the poem; and we may feel that while, in Henry James’s phrase, Pushkin both sees through Onegin and admires him, he is himself very much a part of Lensky – of Lensky’s jealousy and silliness, as well as his joyousness and his poetic enthusiasm.

It has been suggested, and I think with justice, that the figure of Onegin owes a good deal to Pushkin’s time in southern Russia, and to the eldest son of the genial and kindly General Raevsky, Alexander. The General probably was not unlike Tatyana’s father, the ‘servant of God and Brigadier’ as his epitaph records; but the younger Raevsky was a cynical young man who modelled his conduct on his idea of Lord Byron, and who was a great object of fascination to Pushkin in the period just before he began Eugene Onegin. Pushkin clearly saw young Raevsky’s pose as something vulgar but at the same time found it rather dashing, an ideal reaction for the incubation of a novel by such a subtle artist. Certainly it would be foolish to assert that even so versatile and in a sense so detached an artist as Pushkin worked without the inspiration of quite simple and straightforward kinds of personal experience.

Pushkin’s pride was extreme. As his friends knew, he could be touchy about all sorts of things, but as an artist he knew how to make fun of himself. If Raevsky had something in common with Onegin, and Pushkin himself with Lensky, then one may be sure the poet-novelist was well aware of it. The Lensky we meet is a comedy figure as a poet, his head full of fashionably gloomy images and stock romantic epithets, but – who knows? – he might have woken the slumbering age with his lyre, as Pushkin suggests, even though it may be more likely that a commoner fate awaited him: growing old and stout among his family, perhaps a contented cuckold, dying of apoplexy or surfeit. At any rate he is a poet, like his creator, and he can love with a fervent simplicity.

Romance and common sense go hand in hand in the poem, like the most natural of companions, however solemn and extravagant the one may be, and however witty and unillusioned the other. The game of art brings out the most touching and commonplace trivia of life, showing us the helplessness of Tatyana’s love, the affectionate incomprehension of her old nurse, the vivid yet homely details of her nightmare, her sick despair after Onegin’s lecture about her love letter to him, when the pair walk back to the house ‘round the kitchen garden’ (4.XVII). Pushkin has an unerring but unemphatic sense of the sort of places where both ecstasy and misery have to happen.

In the same way the poem gives us, without emphasis, a sense of space and difference; Gogol was the first to remark on Pushkin’s sense of space, and several critics since have taken up the point. Consider the scene in which Tatyana, after writing to Onegin, flies from the house to seat herself trembling on a bench near the orchard in which the servant girls are singing as they pick berries. The girls inhabit their world, Tatyana inhabits hers. She listens inattentively, her mind on her own troubles. The scene is curiously similar to that wonderful scene in War and Peace when during the Russian retreat Prince Andrew sees in the abandoned garden at his family house two little girls whose only preoccupation is to try to steal some unripe plums: ‘A new sense of comfort and relief came over him when, seeing these girls, he realized the existence of other human interests entirely aloof from his own and just as legitimate as those which preoccupied him.’ Tolstoy’s method gives to the character an awareness which in Pushkin is reserved for the reader. In Tolstoy we share in his analysis of a situation, and in a perception which in Pushkin we infer for ourselves, and yet an affinity is unmistakable.

When Tatyana gets up from the bench Onegin suddenly confronts her – ‘with blazing eyes, like some grim shade’. The point, of course, is not that Evgeny is really some kind of romantic monster, but that she sees him as one at that moment. The poem is wholly solicitous of her breathless romantic response, while itself remaining imperturbably outside it. The symmetry of the pair’s relations is also touching, even tragic; because both preserve to the end a ‘romantic’ view of each other. When Tatyana finds what she feels to be the true Eugene in the books in his library – a parody of the literary heroes of the age – we know that her judgement is incomplete. And when at the end in St Petersburg she tells him that he is only making up to her now because her position in the haut monde is a challenge to his prowess as a professional lover, we know this is very far from being the whole story. In fact Onegin now feels about her in a way of which she is unaware, as he had once discounted the quality of her attachment to him. Yet this does not interfere with the robust simplicity of the basic pattern. Tatyana loves and wants to marry (‘Happiness was once so possible, so near …’). Evgeny can’t bear the idea of domesticity until he sees Tatyana married.

We might note, too, the way in which Pushkin breaks off Chapter 3 like a serial or fairy-story at the most exciting moment:

                           Today
I lack the energy to say

What came from this unlooked-for meeting …

The simple story is just as effective as the ‘game’ with it; plain romance just as gripping as the tactics of commentary and witticism. But the climax of the novel is suddenly no game at all but an intrusion of brute mechanic fact, signalled by the movement of the stanza like a metronome when the duellists advance steadily towards each other. Charles Johnston’s translation catches admirably this mechanic movement of pistols and humans:

Pistols are out, they gleam, the hammer

thumps as the balls are pressed inside

faceted muzzles by the rammer;

with a first click, the catch is tried …

‘Now march.’ And calmly, not yet seeking

to aim, at steady, even pace

the foes, cold-blooded and unspeaking,

each took four steps across the space …

     (6.XXIX, XXX)

Lensky falls dead; and again the poem bursts out into its ‘parti-coloured’ nature, its tenderness and wit, terse realism and parodic play, released anew in the stanzas that describe his death. At first Lensky the romantic poet is mourned in a style of verse that he might almost have written himself:

the youthful votary of rhyme

has found an end before his time …

the bloom has withered on the bough;

the altar flame’s extinguished now.

     (6.XXXI)

In the next stanza Pushkin uses a haunting image that is all his own, so to speak, to convey this sudden extinction. A house is empty, its windows whitened with chalk, the mistress departed …

And what of Olga, the fair-haired sister whom Lensky loved and fought the duel over? She again is an instant of Pushkin’s instinctive novelist’s knowledge that the only real characters in fiction are those about whom there can be discussion but no verdict. First amusingly portrayed as the ‘nice girl’, whom everyone knows from books, she acquires her characteristic reality in relation to Lensky. At the ball, her complacent little face wreathed in smiles, she cannot help herself responding to the flattering attentions of Onegin. The last dance is like an oppressive dream, an echo of Tatyana’s nightmare, but the next day she is the same as ever, and quite unable to understand Lensky’s tormented gloom. It is her very insensitivity which cheers Lensky up and makes him feel he is still loved. Pushkin’s first plan was to return her, as it were, to the woman’s magazine fiction from whence she came. She was to visit Lensky’s grave and shed a tear à la Werther over it before allowing herself to be led off by the broad-shouldered Uhlan who is now her new admirer … But Pushkin’s second thoughts show a small but perfect example of his deft economy of inference. As her insensitivity made Lensky feel himself still beloved, so – after his death – it removes all thought of him from her head. We leave her standing at the altar, the bridal crown over her head, that eternal smile on her lips, her excited eye modestly cast down. Nabokov comments: ‘There is now something of a cunning young demon about Olga … What does that slight smile imply? Why this glow in a virgin? Should we not suppose – and I think we should – that the Uhlan will have a difficult time with this bride?’

That is the kind of inference an engrossed reader who is hooked on a ‘free novel’ can make – should make even – though we may not agree with Nabokov here about Olga. Freedom is in the characters but not, as Pushkin found, in the form. After the present ending he continued to write on for a while, producing a few experimental stanzas about Onegin’s journey, but he soon came to see that the poem was over. His free novel had turned out to be in another sense not so free after all. It had proclaimed its own kind of inevitability. Freedom and form balance each other in perfect equilibrium, as does the impression on the one hand of a happy game in art, and, on the other, a serious exploration of the nature of life and of what Necker, quoted by Pushkin in one of his chapter epigraphs, called ‘the morality that is in the nature of things’.

The unique stanza form evolved by Pushkin has much to do with this equilibrium. He was a master of swift-moving octosyllabic rhyming verse which
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