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    This book maps how a nation’s literature became a mirror of its conscience and a bridge to the wider world. A Survey of Russian Literature, with Selections by Isabel Florence Hapgood is a critical survey and anthology designed for English-speaking readers. Issued in the early twentieth century, it approaches Russian letters as a coherent tradition whose voices can be heard through carefully chosen passages in translation. Hapgood’s introduction and commentary situate authors and movements in their cultural context, while the selections provide a first-hand sense of tone, style, and preoccupations. The result is a guided pathway into a body of writing once unfamiliar to many Anglophone audiences.

The premise is straightforward and welcoming: to sketch the growth of Russian literature across centuries and illustrate it with representative excerpts. Readers encounter a broad arc that moves from foundational materials and folk currents toward the complex prose and poetry of a modernizing society. The book offers orientation rather than encyclopedic coverage, favoring clarity over technical theory and narrative momentum over exhaustive cataloging. Its voice is lucid and explanatory, attentive to biography without reducing art to life. The mood is earnest, humane, and historically minded, inviting readers to notice continuities as well as decisive stylistic and thematic turns.

Hapgood was an American translator who devoted much of her career to bringing Russian works to the attention of English-language readers. Her long engagement with the language and its literary traditions informs the survey’s balanced tone and practical focus. She writes as a mediator across cultures, aiming to make unfamiliar names, forms, and contexts intelligible without condescension. The book participates in a broader moment when translations from Russian were gaining prominence, and it responds to the curiosity of general readers as well as students. That dual orientation keeps the prose accessible while honoring the intellectual seriousness of its subject.

Methodically, Hapgood blends literary history with close attention to style, genre, and the pressures of social life. She signals shifts among classicism, romanticism, realism, and satire, and she traces how formal choices respond to questions of faith, governance, and personal responsibility. Biographical sketches and historical notes clarify the forces at play without overwhelming the reader. The translated selections function as evidence, allowing the audience to test claims against the textures of the texts themselves. Organized with a broadly chronological impulse, the survey encourages readers to see how successive generations contend with inherited forms and evolving moral and aesthetic ideals.

Several enduring concerns thread through the book’s account of Russian writing. It highlights the tension between individual conscience and authority, the pull of community and the solitude of moral choice, and the dialogue between spiritual aspiration and social reality. The landscape and the city become symbolic terrains for competing visions of belonging and progress. Folk imagination, religious tradition, and European influences intersect to shape tone and form, yielding a literature rich in irony, compassion, and ethical debate. By emphasizing these patterns, the survey invites readers to recognize the depth of feeling and thought that animate Russian narratives and lyrics.

For today’s readers, the book’s relevance lies in both its map and its vantage point. As a concise guide, it helps newcomers approach a vast tradition with context and confidence. As a historical artifact, it shows how an early twentieth-century mediator framed questions of canon, influence, and national character for an English-speaking public. It encourages reflection on reading in translation, urging attention to voice, structure, and cultural nuance. The survey’s emphasis on moral complexity and social engagement resonates with contemporary conversations about literature’s role in public life, making it a useful companion to more specialized scholarship and modern anthologies.

The experience it offers is akin to a thoughtfully paced lecture interleaved with textual samples, inviting readers to pause, compare, and return. It rewards exploratory reading—whether one moves steadily from beginning to end or dips into selections that spark curiosity. Hapgood’s steady, clarifying cadence lowers barriers without simplifying the richness of the works in view. Rather than pronouncing final judgments, the book opens doors, equipping readers to pursue deeper study with firmer footing. In this way, it serves as both gateway and guide, illuminating the contours of a tradition while encouraging independent discoveries beyond its pages.





Synopsis (Selection)




Table of Contents




    Isabel Florence Hapgood’s A Survey of Russian Literature, with Selections presents an organized, chronological overview of Russian letters from their earliest records to the author’s contemporary period. Designed for readers new to the field, it couples succinct historical exposition with translated excerpts that illustrate style, theme, and tone. Hapgood outlines major periods, prominent writers, and the cultural forces that shaped them, emphasizing how literary forms evolved alongside social and political change. The selections function as representative specimens rather than exhaustive translations, each framed by contextual notes. The book’s central purpose is to map development, trace continuities and breaks, and supply a reliable guide to principal authors and genres.

The survey begins with origins in chronicles, saints’ lives, and oral traditions that predate a secular canon. Hapgood sketches the role of Church Slavonic, monastic scriptoria, and folk epics in forming a shared linguistic and imaginative base. She notes the enduring influence of religious didacticism and communal motifs, as well as the impact of foreign pressures and internal consolidation on literary themes. Early narrative forms, moral exempla, and historical annals provide models for later writers. To illustrate tone and diction, the book includes brief passages from chronicles and traditional songs, showing the cadence, imagery, and moral vocabulary that would echo through subsequent centuries.

Turning to the eighteenth century, the study follows literature’s secularization under state reforms and Western contact. Hapgood surveys classicism and the emergence of a modern literary language, highlighting figures such as Lomonosov for linguistic reform and Derzhavin for elevated ode. She notes the rise of satire and theater in Fonvizin, and the sentimental prose of Karamzin, which reshaped narrative sensibility. Radishchev’s socially charged travel narrative appears as a watershed of public conscience and censorship. Translated selections demonstrate the shift from ecclesiastical rhetoric to polished neoclassical forms and sentimental style, marking a transitional era in which Russian letters assimilated European models while refining a distinct national voice.

The book then addresses the early nineteenth century’s poetic flowering, treating Pushkin as the pivotal architect of modern Russian literature. Hapgood outlines his versatility across lyric, narrative poem, drama, and the novel in verse, emphasizing stylistic clarity, flexible register, and syntactic economy. Lermontov appears as both heir and innovator, with psychologically acute verse and prose. The account also registers contemporaneous poets who consolidated metrics and philosophical lyric. Without dissecting plots, Hapgood’s selected passages underscore cadence, irony, and character sketch, and demonstrate how poetic forms absorbed historical experience—noble culture, reformist energies, and the Decembrist aftermath—while establishing models that shaped prose and drama to follow.

Attention shifts to the growth of prose realism and national satire, with Gogol’s stories and sprawling social canvas marking a turning point. Hapgood describes his blend of comic grotesque and moral urgency, and the way everyday settings reveal systemic distortions. She introduces the rise of professional criticism, notably Belinsky, whose programs and reviews helped define literary aims and public expectations. The Westernizer–Slavophile debate appears as a framework for divergent artistic and ethical orientations. The included selections spotlight narrative voice, detail, and tonal contrast, clarifying how prose moved beyond moral exemplum toward multifaceted social observation, while retaining a drive for ethical evaluation.

Mid-century developments center on the novel and theater as forums for social inquiry. Hapgood presents Turgenev’s sketches and novels as models of measured realism and characterization, noting their influence on public sentiment. She surveys Goncharov and Pisemsky in the novelistic tradition, and Ostrovsky in drama, whose plays map merchant-class mores and institutional pressures. Poetry turns toward civic engagement in Nekrasov, while lyrical refinement continues in other contemporaries. The thick journals and censorship apparatus structure production and reception, shaping form and theme. Selected excerpts emphasize dialogue, scene-setting, and moral tension, illustrating how narrative architecture and dramaturgy support scrutiny of class, gender, and reform-era debates.

The survey reaches its high point with the major novels of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy, presented as complementary explorations of psychological, ethical, and social questions. Hapgood summarizes their thematic ranges—individual conscience, community, law, faith, violence, and historical movement—without detailing denouements. She includes Saltykov-Shchedrin’s institutional satire as a counterpoint, and notes the continued role of critics such as Dobrolyubov and Pisarev in shaping interpretation. Representative passages highlight interior monologue, polyphonic dialogue, and panoramic narration. Through these examples, the book delineates a mature realist art that integrates moral inquiry with structural experimentation, extending the functions of literature as both mirror and instrument of public consciousness.

In later chapters, Hapgood presents a diversified field: lyric meditation in Tyutchev and Fet, socially inflected narrative in Leskov, and ongoing developments in short prose. Women’s writing and new editorial circles broaden perspectives and topics, while popular education and post-emancipation reforms recalibrate audiences. The survey notes evolving treatments of peasant life, urban growth, and intellectual movements, showing how inherited forms adapt to contemporary issues. Selected texts demonstrate stylistic compression, regional color, and vernacular speech. Rather than proposing a definitive canon, the book sketches a living system in motion, attentive to emergent voices and genres that expand the reach of Russian literature near the century’s end.

Hapgood concludes by distilling recurring traits—moral seriousness, social engagement, and responsiveness to history—alongside technical variety and artistic innovation. The survey’s structure, moving from sacred origins to secular modernity, underscores continuity amid change. By pairing concise author portraits with illustrative excerpts, it provides readers a practical map of periods, schools, and representative works. The overarching message is descriptive: Russian literature’s development reflects a dialogue between national tradition and European forms, producing a body of writing both historically grounded and aesthetically distinctive. The selections anchor this account, enabling readers to encounter voices directly while situating them within a coherent narrative of growth.
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    Isabel Florence Hapgood’s A Survey of Russian Literature, with Selections emerges from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a moment when American readers were newly curious about the Russian Empire’s past and present. Written by a New York–based translator who traveled in Russia and engaged Russian intellectual circles, the book’s “setting” is both transatlantic and diachronic: it ranges from medieval Kievan Rus’ to the tumult of the Romanov era, while being framed by contemporary debates on autocracy, reform, and social change. Hapgood’s vantage point—between St. Petersburg and Western audiences—allows her to anchor literary texts in concrete places, years, and institutions that defined imperial Russia’s political and social life.

The survey begins with Kievan Rus’ and the Christianization of the Eastern Slavs under Prince Vladimir in 988, centered on Kiev and later Novgorod. The Mongol-Tatar invasion of 1237–1240 and subsequent domination by the Golden Horde reshaped political geography and cultural production, with tribute systems and princely rivalries lasting until the “Great Stand on the Ugra River” in 1480. Hapgood’s selections underscore how chronicles, sermons, and epic byliny recorded sieges, princely campaigns, and religious consolidation, presenting early literature as a repository of factual memory about baptism, warfare, and state formation that would resonate through later Russian historical consciousness.

The consolidation of Muscovy under Ivan IV (the Terrible, r. 1547–1584), including the Oprichnina (1565–1572), and the Time of Troubles (1598–1613) mark another historical stratum. Foreign intervention by the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, famine, and dynastic collapse culminated in the 1612 liberation of Moscow by Minin and Pozharsky and the election of Mikhail Romanov in 1613. These events, centered on Moscow and the Volga regions, fostered service-nobility politics and ecclesiastical authority. Hapgood links this era to documentary texts and historical narratives that articulate themes of sovereignty, legitimacy, and social hardship, showing how later writers mined Muscovite precedents to comment on coercive power and national survival.

Peter I’s westernizing reforms (r. 1682–1725) and the founding of St. Petersburg in 1703 reoriented Russia toward the Baltic after victories in the Great Northern War (1700–1721), notably at Poltava (1709). Administrative measures such as the Table of Ranks (1722) and a standing army created a bureaucratic-military state. Under Catherine II (r. 1762–1796), expansion continued, alongside internal strains dramatized by Pugachev’s Rebellion (1773–1775) and the Charter to the Nobility (1785). Hapgood treats these political facts as the scaffolding for the literature of court, service, and satire, noting how authors drew on Petersburg’s cosmopolitanism and the volatile frontier to reflect on authority, serfdom, and modernization.

Napoleon’s invasion and the Patriotic War of 1812, culminating in Moscow’s burning and Kutuzov’s strategic retreat, forged a powerful national narrative. The Decembrist Revolt (December 14/26, 1825) by army officers in St. Petersburg sought constitutional order and abolition of serfdom, but Nicholas I’s regime answered with executions, Siberian exile, and stringent censorship, including the 1826 “cast-iron” statute and the Third Section’s surveillance. Hapgood shows how this cycle of hope and repression shaped authors central to her selections: Pushkin’s constrained career, Lermontov’s exile to the Caucasus, and writers’ coded treatments of freedom and duty register the political fault lines from Senate Square to the Caucasian frontier.

The Crimean War (1853–1856), particularly the siege of Sevastopol (1854–1855), exposed systemic military and administrative weakness, spurring Alexander II’s Great Reforms. The 1861 Emancipation freed some 23 million serfs, restructuring landholding via the mir and redemption payments; the 1864 zemstvo reform created elected local self-government; judicial reforms introduced open courts and jury trials; university and censorship statutes were liberalized (notably in 1863–1865); and the 1874 military reform instituted universal conscription. These changes reconfigured the countryside, the nobility’s obligations, and the legal sphere, while energizing the intelligentsia. Radical populism (Narodnichestvo) emerged in the 1870s, with the “going to the people” movement of 1874 and subsequent crackdowns. The People’s Will (Narodnaya Volya) assassinated Alexander II on March 13, 1881, prompting reaction under Alexander III: Okhrana expansion, Russification, and the 1882 Temporary Regulations on the press. Hapgood’s survey tracks these facts through the literature of the peasantry, courts, and conscience—selections from Turgenev, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Nekrasov, and Saltykov-Shchedrin that address emancipation’s burdens, ethical responsibility, and the conflict between law and justice.

Under Nicholas II (r. 1894–1917), accelerating industrialization, urban strikes, and peasant unrest converged with imperial defeat in the Russo–Japanese War (1904–1905), climaxing at Tsushima (May 1905). Bloody Sunday (January 9, 1905) in St. Petersburg ignited nationwide protests that led to the October Manifesto (October 17/30, 1905) and the creation of the State Duma, even as the regime oscillated between concession and coercion. Stolypin’s agrarian reforms (1906–1911) aimed to create independent farmers by facilitating exit from the mir. Hapgood frames nineteenth-century texts as precursors to this crisis, highlighting reportage, peasant themes, and urban social critique that foreshadow 1905’s demands for representation, lawful order, and relief from bureaucratic arbitrariness.

By organizing texts around concrete episodes of empire—serfdom and its abolition, judicial and military reforms, revolutionary terror and state reaction, war and defeat—Hapgood’s book functions as a sober social and political critique. Her commentary makes explicit how censorship, class hierarchy, and bureaucratic caprice deform private life and public ethics, while selections on peasant poverty, conscription, and officialdom expose structural injustice. Positioning literature as testimony, she presents imperial Russia’s central issues—autocracy versus law, communal obligation versus individual right, metropolitan privilege versus rural deprivation—as historically grounded problems that demand scrutiny rather than romanticization.
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In this volume I have given exclusively the views of Russian critics upon their literature, and hereby acknowledge my entire indebtedness to them.

The limits of the work, and the lack of general knowledge on the subject, rendered it impossible for me to attempt any comparisons with foreign literatures.

Isabel F. Hapgood.

New York, June 6, 1902.
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Whether Russia had any literature, or even a distinctive alphabet, previous to the end of the tenth century, is not known.

In the year 988, Vladímir, Grand Prince of Kíeff, accepted Christianity for himself and his nation, from Byzantium, and baptized Russia wholesale. Hence his characteristic title in history, "Prince-Saint-equal-to-the-Apostles." His grandmother, Olga, had already been converted to the Greek Church late in life, and had established churches and priests in Kíeff, it is said. Prince Vladímir could have been baptized at home, but he preferred to make the Greek form of Christianity his state religion in a more decided manner; to adopt the gospel of peace to an accompaniment of martial deeds. Accordingly he compelled the Emperors of Byzantium, by force, to send the Patriarch of Constantinople to baptize him, and their sister to become his wife. He then ordered his subjects to present themselves forthwith for baptism. Finding that their idols did not punish Vladímir for destroying them, and that even great Perún the Thunderer did not resent being flung into the Dniépr, the people quietly and promptly obeyed. As their old religion had no temples for them to cling to, and nothing approaching a priestly class (except the volkhvýe, or wizards) to encourage them in opposition, the nation became Christian in a day, to all appearances. We shall see, however, that in many cases, as in other lands converted from heathendom, the old gods were merely baptized with new names, in company with their worshipers.

Together with the religion which he imported from Byzantium, "Prince-Saint" Vladímir naturally imported, also, prie[1q]sts, architects, artists for the holy pictures (ikóni), as well as the traditional style of painting them, ecclesiastical vestments and vessels, and—most precious of all—the Slavonic translation of the holy Scriptures and of the Church Service books. These books, however, were not written in Greek, but in the tongue of a cognate Slavonic race, which was comprehensible to the Russians. Thus were the first firm foundations of Christianity, education, and literature simultaneously laid in the cradle of the present vast Russian empire, appropriately called "Little Russia," of which Kíeff was the capital; although even then they were not confined to that section of the country, but were promptly extended, by identical methods, to old Nóvgorod—"Lord Nóvgorod the Great," the cradle of the dynasty of Rúrik, founder of the line of sovereign Russian princes.

Whence came these Slavonic translations of the Scriptures, the Church Services, and other books, and the preachers in the vernacular for the infant Russian nation? The books had been translated about one hundred and twenty-five years previously, for the benefit of a small Slavonic tribe, the Moravians. This tribe had been baptized by German ecclesiastics, whose books and speech, in the Latin tongue, were wholly incomprehensible to their converts. For fifty years Latin had been used, and naturally Christianity had made but little progress. Then the Moravian Prince Róstislaff appealed to Michael, emperor of Byzantium, to send him preachers capable of making themselves understood. The emperor had in his dominions many Slavonians; hence the application, on the assumption that there must be, among the Greek priests, many who were acquainted with the languages of the Slavonic tribes. In answer to this appeal, the Emperor Michael dispatched to Moravia two learned monks, Kyríll and Methódy, together with several other ecclesiastics, in the year 863.

Kyríll and Methódy were the sons of a grandee, who resided in the chief town of Macedonia, which was surrounded by Slavonic colonies. The elder brother, Methódy, had been a military man, and the governor of a province containing Slavonians. The younger, Kyríll, had received a brilliant education at the imperial court, in company with the Emperor Michael, and had been a pupil of the celebrated Photius (afterwards Patriarch), and librarian of St. Sophia, after becoming a monk. Later on, the brothers had led the life of itinerant missionaries, and had devoted themselves to preaching the Gospel to Jews and Mohammedans. Thus they were in every way eminently qualified for their new task.

The Slavonians in the Byzantine empire, and the cognate tribes who dwelt nearer the Danube, like the Moravians, had long been in sore need of a Slavonic translation of the Scriptures and the Church books, since they understood neither Greek nor Latin; and for the lack of such a translation many relapsed into heathendom. Kyríll first busied himself with inventing an alphabet which should accurately reproduce all the varied sounds of the Slavonic tongues. Tradition asserts that he accomplished this task in the year 855, founding it upon the Greek alphabet, appropriating from the Hebrew, Armenian, and Coptic characters for the sounds which the Greek characters did not represent, and devising new ones for the nasal sounds. The characters in this alphabet were thirty-eight in number. Kyríll, with the aid of his brother Methódy, then proceeded to make his translations of the Church Service books. The Bulgarians became Christians in the year 861, and these books were adopted by them. But the greatest activity of the brothers was during the four and a half years beginning with the year 862, when they translated the holy Scriptures, taught the Slavonians their new system of reading and writing, and struggled with heathendom and with the German priests of the Roman Church. These German ecclesiastics are said to have sent petition after petition to Rome, to Pope Nicholas I., demonstrating that the Word of God ought to be preached in three tongues only—Hebrew, Greek, and Latin—"because the inscription on the Cross had been written by Pilate in those tongues only." Pope Nicholas summoned the brothers to Rome; but Pope Adrian II., who was reigning in his stead when they arrived there, received them cordially, granted them permission to continue their preaching and divine services in the Slavonic language, and even consecrated Methódy bishop of Pannonia; after which Methódy returned to Moravia, but Kyríll, exhausted by his labors, withdrew to a monastery near Rome, and died there in 869.

The language into which Kyríll and Methódy translated was probably the vernacular of the Slavonian tribes [2q]dwelling between the Balkans and the Danube. But as the system invented by Kyríll took deepest root in Bulgaria (whither, in 886, a year after Methódy's death, his disciples were banished from Moravia), the language preserved in the ancient transcripts of the holy Scriptures came in time to be called "Ancient Bulgarian." In this connection, it must be noted that this does not indicate the language of the Bulgarians, but merely the language of the Slavonians who lived in Bulgaria. The Bulgarians themselves did not belong to the Slavonic, nor even to the Indo-European race, but were of Ural-Altaic extraction; that is to say, they belonged to the family now represented in Europe by the Finns, Turks, Hungarians, Tatars, and Samoyéds. In the seventh century, this people, which had inhabited the country lying between the Volga and the Don, in southeastern Russia, became divided: one section moved northward, and settled on the Káma River, a tributary of the Volga; the other section moved westward, and made their appearance on the Danube, at the close of the seventh century. There they subdued a considerable portion of the Slavonic inhabitants, being a warlike race; but the Slavonians, who were more advanced in agriculture and more industrious than the Bulgarians, effected a peaceful conquest over the latter in the course of the two succeeding centuries, so that the Bulgarians abandoned their own language and customs, and became completely merged with the Slavonians, to whom they had given their name.

When the Slavonic translations of the Scriptures and the Church Service books were brought to Russia from Bulgaria and Byzantium, the language in which they were written received the name of "Church Slavonic," because it differed materially from the Russian vernacular, and was used exclusively for the church services. Moreover, as in the early days of Russian literature the majority of writers belonged to the ecclesiastical class, the literary or book language was gradually evolved from a mixture of Church Slavonic and ancient Russian; and in this language all literature was written until the "civil," or secular, alphabet and language were introduced by Peter the Great, at the beginning of the eighteenth century. Books were written in "Kyríllian" characters until the sixteenth century, and the first printed books (which date from that century) were in the same characters. The most ancient manuscripts, written previous to the fourteenth century, are very beautiful, each letter being set separately, and the capital letters often assuming the form of fantastic beasts and birds, or of flowers, or gilded. The oldest manuscript of Russian work preserved dates from the middle of the eleventh century—a magnificent parchment copy of the Gospels, made by Deacon Grigóry for Ostromír, the burgomaster of Nóvgorod (1056–1057), and hence known as "the Ostromír Gospels."

But before we deal with the written and strictly speaking literary works of Russia, we must make acquaintance with the oral products of the people's genius, which antedate it, or at all events, contain traces of such hoary antiquity that history knows nothing definite concerning them, although they deserve precedence for their originality. Such are the skázki, or tales, the poetical folk-lore, the epic songs, the religious ballads. The fairy tales, while possessing analogies with those of other lands, have their characteristic national features. While less striking and original than, for example, the exquisite Esthonian legends, they are of great interest in the study of comparative folk-lore. More important is the poetical folk-lore of Russia, concerning which neither tradition nor history can give us any clue in the matter of derivation or date. One thing seems reasonably certain: it largely consists of the relics of an extensive system of sorcery, in the form of fragmentary spells, exorcisms, incantations, and epic lays, or bylíny.

Song accompanies every action of the Russian peasant, from the cradle to the grave: the choral dances of spring, summer, and autumn, the games of the young people in their winter assemblies, marriages, funerals, and every phase of life, the sowing and the harvest, and so forth. The kazák songs, robber songs, soldiers' songs, and historical songs are all descendants or imitators of the ancient poetry of Russia. They are the remains of the third—the Moscow or imperial—cycle of the epic songs, which deals with really historical characters and events. The Moscow cycle is preceded by the cycles of Vladímir, or Kíeff, and of Nóvgorod. Still more ancient must be the foundations of the marriage songs, rooted in the customs of the ancient Slavonians.

The Slavonians do not remember the date of their arrival in Europe. Tradition says that they first dwelt, after this arrival, along the Danube, whence a hostile force compelled them to emigrate to the northeast. At last Nóvgorod and Kíeff were built; and the Russians, the descendants of these eastern Slavonians, naturally inherited the religion which must at one time, like the language, have been common to all the Slavonic races. This religion, like that of all Aryan races, was founded on reverence paid to the forces of nature and to the spirits of the dead. Their gods and goddesses represented the forces of nature. Thus Ládo and Láda, who are frequently mentioned in these ancient songs, are probably the sun-god, and the goddess of spring and of love, respectively. Ládo, also, is mentioned as the god of marriage, mirth, pleasure, and general happiness, to whom those about to marry offered sacrifices; and much the same is said of the goddess Láda. Moreover, in the Russian folk-songs, ládo and láda are used, respectively, for lover, bridegroom, husband, and for mistress, bride, wife; and lad, in Russian, signifies peace, union, harmony. Nestor, the famous old Russian chronicler (he died in 1114), states that in ancient heathen times, marriage customs varied somewhat among the various Slavonian tribes in the vicinity of the Dniéster; but brides were always seized or purchased. This purchase of the bride is supposed to be represented in the game and choral song (khorovód), called "The Sowing of the Millet." The singers form two choirs, which face each other and exchange remarks. The song belongs to the vernal rites, hence the reference to Ládo, which is repeated after every line—Did-Ládo, meaning (in Lithuanian) Great Ládo:


First Chorus: We have sown, we have sown millet, Oï, Did-Ládo, we have sown!
 Second Chorus: But we will trample it, Oï, Did-Ládo, we will trample it.
 First Chorus: But wherewith will ye trample it?
 Second Chorus: Horses will we turn into it.
 First Chorus: But we will catch the horses.
 Second Chorus: Wherewith will ye catch them?
 First Chorus: With a silken rein.
 Second Chorus: But we will ransom the horses.
 First Chorus: Wherewith will ye ransom them?
 Second Chorus: We will give a hundred rubles.
 First Chorus: A thousand is not what we want.
 Second Chorus: What is it then, that ye want?
 First Chorus: What we want is a maiden.



Thereupon, one of the girls of the second choir goes over to the first, both sides singing together: "Our band has lost," and "Our band has gained." The game ends when all the girls have gone over to one side.

The funeral wails are also very ancient. While at the present day a very talented wailer improvises a new plaint, which her associates take up and perpetuate, the ancient forms are generally used.


From the side of the East,
 The wild winds have arisen,
 With the roaring thunders
 And the lightnings fiery.
 On my father's grave
 A star hath fallen,
 Hath fallen from heaven.
 Split open, O dart of the thunder!
 Damp Mother Earth,
 Fall thou apart, O Mother Earth!
 On all four sides,
 Split open, O coffin planks,
 Unfold, O white shroud,
 Fall away, O white hands
 From over the bold heart,
 And become parted, O ye sweet lips.
 Turn thyself, O mine own father
 Into a bright, swift-winged falcon;
 Fly away to the blue sea, to the Caspian Sea,
 Wash off, O mine own father,
 From thy white face the mold.
 Come flying, O my father
 To thine own home, to the lofty térem.1
 Listen, O my father,
 To our songs of sadness!




The Christmas and New-Year carols offer additional illustrations of the ancient heathen customs, and mythic or ritual poetry. The festival which was almost universally celebrated at Christmas-tide, in ancient heathen times, seems to have referred to the renewed life attributed to the sun after the winter solstice. The Christian church turned this festival, so far as possible, into a celebration of the birth of Christ. Among the Slavonians this festival was called Kolyáda; and the sun—a female deity—was supposed to array herself in holiday robes and head-dress, when the gloom of the long nights began to yield to the cheerful lights of the lengthening days, to seat herself in her chariot, and drive her steeds briskly towards summer. She, like the festival, was called Kolyáda; and in some places the people used to dress up a maiden in white and carry her about in a sledge from house to house, while the kolyádki, or carols, were sung by the train of young people who attended her, and received presents in return. One of the kolyádki runs as follows:


Kolyáda! Kolyáda!
 Kolyáda has arrived!
 On the Eve of the Nativity,
 We went about, we sought Holy Kolyáda;
 Through all the courts, in all the alleys.
 We found Kolyáda in Peter's Court.
 Round Peter's Court there is an iron fence,
 In the midst of the Court there are three rooms;
 In the first room is the bright Moon;
 In the second room is the red Sun;
 And in the third room are the many Stars.




A Christian turn is given to many of them, just as the Mermen bear a special Biblical name in some places, and are called "Pharaohs"; for like the seals on the coast of Iceland, they are supposed to be the remnants of Pharaoh's host, which was drowned in the Red Sea. One of the most prominent and interesting of these Christianized carols is the Sláva, or Glory Song. Extracts from it have been decoratively and most appropriately used on the artistic programmes connected with the coronation of the Emperor Nicholas II. This Glory Song is used in the following manner: The young people assemble together to deduce omens from the words that are sung, while trinkets belonging to each person present are drawn at random from a cloth-covered bowl, in which they have been deposited. This is the first song of the series:


Glory to God in Heaven, Glory!
 To our Lord2 on this earth, Glory!
 May our Lord never grow old, Glory!
 May his bright robes never be spoiled, Glory!
 May his good steeds never be worn out, Glory!
 May his trusty servants never falter, Glory!
 May the right throughout Russia, Glory!
 Be fairer than the bright sun, Glory!
 May the Tzar's golden treasury, Glory!
 Be forever full to the brim, Glory!
 May the great rivers, Glory!
 Bear their renown to the sea, Glory!
 The little streams to the mill, Glory!
 But this song we sing to the Grain, Glory!
 To the Grain we sing, the Grain we honor, Glory!
 For the old folks to enjoy, Glory!
 For the young folks to hear, Glory!3




Another curious old song, connected with the grain, is sung at the New-Year. Boys go about from house to house, scattering grain of different sorts, chiefly oats, and singing:


In the forest, in the pine forest,
 There stood a pine-tree,
 Green and shaggy.
 O, Ovsén! O, Ovsén!
 The Boyárs came,
 Cut down the pine,
 Sawed it into planks,
 Built a bridge,
 Covered it with cloth,
 Fastened it with nails,
 O, Ovsén! O, Ovsén!
 Who, who will go
 Along that bridge?
 Ovsén will go there,
 And the New-Year,
 O, Ovsén! O, Ovsén!




Ovsén, whose name is derived from Ovés (oats, pronounced avyós), like the Teutonic Sun-god, is supposed to ride a pig or a boar. Hence sacrifices of pigs' trotters, and other pork products, were offered to the gods at the New-Year, and such dishes are still preferred in Russia at that season. It must be remembered that the New-Year fell on March 1st in Russia until 1348; then the civil New-Year was transferred to September 1st, and January 1st was instituted as the New-Year by Peter the Great only in the year 1700.

The highest stage of development reached by popular song is the heroic epos—the rhythmic story of the deeds of national heroes, either historical or mythical. In many countries these epics were committed to writing at a very early date. In western Europe this took place in the Middle Ages, and they are known to the modern world in that form only, their memory having completely died out among the people. But Russia presents the striking phenomenon of a country where epic song, handed down wholly by oral tradition for nearly a thousand years, is not only flourishing at the present day in certain districts, but even extending into fresh fields.

It is only within the last sixty years that the Russians have become generally aware that their country possesses this wonderfully rich treasure of epic, religious, and ceremonial songs. In some cases, the epic lay and the religious ballad are curiously combined, as in "The One and Forty Pilgrims," which is generally classed with the epic songs, however. But while the singing of the epic songs is not a profession, the singing of the religious ballads is of a professional character, and is used as a means of livelihood by the kalyéki perekhózhie, literally, wandering cripples, otherwise known as wandering psalm-singers. These stikhí, or religious ballads, are even more remarkable than the epic songs in some respects, and practically nothing concerning them is accessible in English.

In all countries where the Roman Church reigned supreme in early times, it did its best to consign all popular religious poetry to oblivion. But about the seventeenth century it determined to turn such fragments as had survived this procedure to its own profit. Accordingly they were written over in conformity with its particular tenets, for the purpose of inculcating its doctrines. Both courses were equally fatal to the preservation of anything truly national. Incongruousness was the inevitable result.

The Greek, or rather the Russo-Greek, Church adopted precisely the opposite course: it never interfered, in the slightest degree, with popular poetry, either secular or religious. Christianity, therefore, merely enlarged the field of subjects. The result is, that the Slavonic peoples (including even, to some extent, the Roman Catholic Poles) possess a mass of religious poetry, the like of which, either in kind or in quantity, is not to be found in all western Europe.

It is well to note, at this point, that the word stikh (derived from an ancient Greek word) is incorporated into the modern Russian word for poetry, stikhotvorénie—verse-making, literally rendered—and it has now become plain that Lomonósoff, the father of Russian Literature, who was the first secular Russian poet, and polished the ancient tongue into the beginning of the modern literary language, about the middle of the eighteenth century, did not originate his verse-measures, but derived them from the common people, the peasants, whence he himself sprang. Modern Russian verse, therefore, is thus traced back directly, in its most national traits, to these religious ballads. It is impossible to give any adequate account of them here, and it is especially difficult to convey an adequate idea of the genuine poetry and happy phrasing which are often interwoven with absurdities approaching the grotesque.

The ballads to which we shall briefly refer are full of illustrations of the manner in which old pagan gods became Christian deities, so to speak, of the newly baptized nation. For example: Perún the Thunder-god became, in popular superstition, "St. Ilyá" (or Elijah), and the day dedicated to him, July 20th (old style), is called "Ilyá the Thunder-bringer." Elijah's fiery chariot, the lightning, rumbling across the sky, brings a thunder-storm on or very near that date; and although Perún's name is forgotten in Russia proper, he still remains, under his new title, the patron of the husbandman, as he was in heathen times. In the epic songs of the Vladímir cycle, as well as in the semi-religious and religious ballads, he figures as the strongest and most popular hero, under the name of "Ilyá Múrometz (Ilyá of Múrom), the Old Kazák," and his characteristic feats, as well as those attributed to his "heroic steed, Cloud-fall," are supposed, by the school of Russian writers who regard all these poems as cosmic myths, rather than as historical poems, to preserve the hero's mythological significance as the Thunder-god Perún.

He plays a similar part in the very numerous religious ballads on the Last Judgment. St. Michael acts as the judge. Some "sinful souls" commit the gross error of attempting to bribe him: whereupon, Michael shouts, "Ilyá the Prophet! Anakh! Take ye guns with great thunder! Move ye the Pharaoh mountains of stone! Let me not hear from these sinners, neither a whine nor a whimper!"

In Lithuania the Thunder-god's ancient name is still extant in its original form of Perkun; the Virgin Mary is called, "Lady Mary Perkunatele" (or "The Mother of Thunder"), according to a Polish tradition; and in the Russian government of Vilna, the 2d of February is dedicated to "All-Holy Mary the Thunderer." It is evidently in this character that she plays a part similar to that of St. Michael and Ilyá the Prophet combined, as above mentioned, in another ballad of the Last Judgment. She appears in this ballad to be the sole inhabitant of heaven, judge and executioner. With her "thundering voice" she condemns to outer darkness all who have not paid her proper respect, promising to bury them under "damp mother earth and burning stones." To the just, that is, to those who have paid her due homage, she says: "Come, take the thrones, the golden crowns, the imperishable robes which I have prepared for you; and if this seem little to you, ye shall work your will in heaven."

St. Yegóry the Brave—our St. George—possesses many of the attributes of Perún. He is, however, a purely mythical character, and the extremely ancient religious poems relating to him present the most amusing mixture of Christianity and Greek mythology, as in the following example:

In the year 8008 (the old Russian reckoning, like the Jewish, began with the creation of the world), the kingdoms of Sodom, Komor (Gomorrah), and Arabia met their doom. Sodom dropped through the earth, Komor was destroyed by fire, and Arabia was afflicted by a sea-monster which demanded a human victim every day. This victim was selected by lot; and one day the lot fell upon the king; but at the suggestion of the queen, who hated her daughter, Elizabeth the Fair, the girl was sent in his place, under the pretext that she was going to meet her bridegroom. Yegóry the Brave comes to her assistance, as Perseus did to the assistance of Andromeda, but lies down for a nap while awaiting the arrival of the dragon. The beast approaches; Elizabeth dares not awaken Yegóry, but a "burning tear" from her right eye arouses him. He attacks the dragon with his spear, and his "heroic steed" (which is sometimes a white mule) tramples on it, after the fashion with which we are familiar in art. Then he binds Elizabeth's sash, which is "five and forty ells in length," about the dragon's jaws, and bids the maiden have three churches built in honor of her deliverance: one to St. Nicholas and the Holy Trinity, one to the All-Holy Birth-giver of God, and one to Yegóry the Brave. Elizabeth the Fair then returns to town, leading the tamed dragon by her sash, to the terror of the inhabitants and to the disgust of her mother. The three churches are duly built, and Christianity is promptly adopted as the state religion of Arabia. In another ballad, Yegóry is imprisoned for thirty years in a pit under the ground, because he will not accept the "Latin-Mussulman faith."

Among the most ancient religious ballads, properly speaking, are: "The Dove Book," "The Merciful Woman of Compassion" (or "The Alleluia Woman"), "The Wanderings of the All-Holy Birth-giver of God," in addition to the songs about Yegóry the Brave, already mentioned. The groundwork of "The Dove Book" is of very ancient heathen origin, and almost identical with the oldest religious songs of the Greeks. The book itself is somewhat suggestive of the "little book" in Revelation. "The Dove Book" falls from Alatýr, the "burning white stone on the Island of Buyán," the heathen Paradise, which corresponds to our Fortunate Isles of the Blest, in the Western Sea, but lies far towards sunrise, in the "Ocean Sea." The heathen significance of this stone is not known, but it is cleverly explained in "The Dove Book" as the stone whereon Christ stood when he preached to his disciples. This "little book," "forty fathoms long and twenty wide," was written by St. John the Evangelist, and no man can read it. The prophet Isaiah deciphered only three pages of it in as many years. But the "Most Wise Tzar David" undertakes to give, from memory, the book's answers to various questions put to him by Tzar Vladímir, as spokesman of a throng of emperors and princes. A great deal of curious information is conveyed—all very poetically expressed—including some odd facts in natural history, such as: that the ostrich is the mother of birds, and that she lives, feeds, and rears her young on the blue sea, drowning mariners and sinking ships. Whenever she (or the whale on which the earth rests) moves, an earthquake ensues. There are several versions of this ballad. The following abridged extracts, from one version, will show its style. Among the questions put to "the Most Wise Tzar David" by Prince Vladímir are some touching "the works of God, and our life; our life of holy Russia, our life in the free world; how the free light came to us; why our sun is red; why our stars are thickly sown; why our nights are dark; what causes our red dawns; why we have fine, drizzling rains; whence cometh our intellect; why our bones are strong"; and so forth.

Tzar David replies: "Our free white light began at God's decree; the sun is red from the reflection of God's face, of the face of Christ, the King of Heaven; the younger light, the moon, from his bosom cometh; the myriad stars are from his vesture; the dark nights are the Lord's thoughts; the red dawns come from the Lord's eyes; the stormy winds from the Holy Spirit; our intellects from Christ himself, the King of Heaven; our thoughts from the clouds of heaven; our world of people from Adam; our strong bones from the stones; our bodies from the damp earth; our blood from the Black Sea." In answer to other questions, Tzar David explains that "the Jordan is the mother of all rivers, because Jesus Christ was baptized in it; the cypress is the mother of all trees, because Christ was crucified on it; the ocean is the mother of all seas, because in the middle of the ocean-sea rose up a cathedral church, the goal of all pilgrimages, the cathedral of St. Clement, the pope of Rome; from this cathedral the Queen of Heaven came forth, bathed herself in the ocean-sea, prayed to God in the cathedral," which is a very unusual touch of Romanism.

The ancient religious ballads have no rhyme; and, unlike the epic songs, no fixed rhythm. The presence of either rhyme or rhythm is an indication of comparatively recent origin or of reconstruction in the sixteenth century.

"The Merciful Woman of Compassion," or "The Alleluia Woman," dates from the most ancient Christian tradition, and is a model of simplicity and beauty. It is allied to the English ballad of "The Flight into Egypt" (which also occurs among the Christmas carols of the Slavonians of the Carpathian Mountains), in which the Virgin Mary works a miracle with the peasant's grain, in order to save Christ from the Jews in pursuit. The Virgin comes to the "Alleluia Woman," with the infant Christ in her arms, saying: "Cast thy child into the oven, and take Christ the Lord in thy lap. His enemies, the Jews, are hastening hither; they seek to kill Christ the Lord with sharp spears." The Alleluia Woman obeys, without an instant's hesitation. When the Jews arrive, immediately afterwards, and inquire if Christ has passed that way, she says she has thrown him into the oven. The Jews are convinced of the truth of her statement, by the sight of a child's hand amid the flames; whereupon they dance for joy, and depart, after fastening an iron plate over the oven door. Christ vanishes from the arms of the merciful woman; she remembers her own child and begins to weep. Then Christ's voice assures her that he is well and happy. On opening the oven door, she beholds her baby playing with the flowers in a rich green meadow, reading the Gospels, or rolling an apple on a platter, and comforted by angels.

"The Wanderings of the All-Holy Birth-giver of God," another very ancient ballad, represents the Virgin Mother wandering among the mountains in search of Christ. She encounters three Jews; and in answer to her query, "Accursed Jews, what have ye done with Christ?" they inform her that they have just crucified him on Mount Zion. She hastens thither, and swoons on arriving. When she recovers, she makes her lament, and her plakh, or wail, beginning: "O, my dear son, why didst thou not obey thy mother?" Christ comforts her, telling her that he shall rise again, and bidding her: "Do not weep and spoil thy beauty." A form of the ballad which is common in Little Russia reverses the situation. It is the Jews who inquire of Mary what she has done with her son. "Into the river I flung him," she promptly replies. They drain the river, and find him not. Again they ask, "Under the mountains I buried him." They dig up the mountains, and find him not. At last they discover a church, and in it three coffins. Over the Holy Virgin's, the birds are warbling or flowers are blossoming; over John the Baptist's, lights are burning; over Christ's, angels are singing.

As might be expected, the Holy Virgin is a very popular subject of song. In numerous ballads she delivers a temperance lecture to St. Vasíly the Great on his drunkenness, putting to him various questions, such as, "Who sleeps through matins? Who walks and riots during the liturgy?" [St. Vasíly being the author of a liturgy which is used on certain important occasions during the church year.] "Who has unwashed hands? Who is a murderer?" and so on, through a long list of peccadilloes and crimes. The answer to each question is, "The drunkard." Poor St. Vasíly dashes his head against a stone, and threatens to put an end to himself on the spot, if his one lapse in five and twenty years be not forgiven. Accordingly the Holy Virgin steps down from her throne, gives him her hand, and informs him that the Lord has three mansions: one is the House of David, where the Last Judgment will take place; through the second flows a river of fire, the destination of wizards, drunkards, and the like; and the third is Paradise, the home of the elect. The imagery in the very numerous and ancient poems on the Last Judgment, by the way, is purely heathen in character. The ferryman over the river of fire sometimes acts as the judge, and the punishments to which sinners are condemned by him recall those mentioned in the Æneid, and in Dante's Divina Commedia, the frescoes on the walls of churches bearing out the same idea.

Adam and Eve naturally receive a share of the minstrel's attention, and "Adam's Wail" before the gates of Paradise is often very touching. In a ballad from White Russia, Adam begs the Lord to permit him to revisit Paradise. The Lord accordingly gives orders to "St. Peter-Paul" to admit Adam to Paradise, to have the song of the Cherubim sung for him, and so forth; but not to allow him to remain. In the midst of Paradise Adam beholds his coffin and wails before it: "O, my coffin, coffin, my true home! Take me, O my coffin, as a mother her own child, to thy white arms, to thy ruddy face, to thy warm heart!" But "St. Peter-Paul" soon catches sight of him, and tells him that he has no business to be strolling about and spying out Paradise; his place is on Zion's hill, where he will be shown books of magic, and of life, and things in general.

There is a great mass of poetry devoted to Joseph; and a lament to "Mother Desert," uttered as
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