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INTRODUCTION
Gary Shteyngart

When most American readers think of nineteenth-century Russian literature, three figures loom over the horizon: the bearded giants Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, whose heavy tomes enabled the modern novel, and by their side the diminutive Chekhov, patron saint of the modern short story. Somewhere behind them, lost in melancholy, is Gogol, the bard of the absurd so perfect for our age. Then curly-headed Pushkin comes striding into view, his poetic genius chiefly recognized only by the Russians themselves, but familiar to foreigners from the Tchaikovsky operas of “The Queen of Spades” and Eugene Onegin. After Pushkin, Turgenev, a gentle Russian Flaubert, comes bounding up the steppe. And finally, behind Turgenev, a wide-shouldered, bow-legged young man appears, with a sneer on his face and a Caucasian dagger by his side.

“Who’s that?” the American reading public asks.

“Why, Lermontov, of course,” a Russian answers.

“Lerma-who?”

And therein lies our problem. At a recent international writers’ retreat in upstate New York, I surveyed some of the participants about Lermontov. The Anglo and American writers hadn’t the damnedest idea who he was, while Germans and those with Mitteleuropean roots nodded slightly in familiarity.

“Ah, Lermontov, ja.”

For a man considered by some to be Russia’s second poet (after Pushkin) and an instrumental figure in the birth and triumph of the nineteenth-century Russian novel—and all through one brief volume, the one you’re holding in your hands—poor Mikhail Yuryevich Lermontov has awful name recognition.

What happened? The major problem with assessing Lermontov’s work and coming to a full appreciation of its impact on Russian fiction and poetics is the simple fact that there’s not much work to go around. Lermontov, like his hero Pushkin, died in a duel; he was twenty-six (Pushkin managed to reach thirty-seven before being mortally wounded by an opponent’s bullet). We are left with a truly slim collection—maybe a hundred or so lyrics, two narrative poems, and A Hero of Our Time. Moreover, what we have, despite its precocity and lyric ingenuity, is still the work of a young man. Could Lermontov have produced a work of stunning moral complexity à la Dostoyevsky or a tome of epic historical sweep in the mode of Tolstoy? We will never know, but given the scope and power of his existing writing, all signs point to “yes.”

Which brings us to another point—Lermontov’s place in time. While Lermontov, along with Pushkin and Gogol, comprised the first bloom of Russian literature, the nineteenth-century Russian writers most familiar to global audiences were those who grappled with the social questions of their time. Arguably the greatest American novel, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn addressed the bloody inequity at the center of our country’s history—slavery. Likewise, the Russian novel had to address the moral implications of the Tsarist-era system of serfdom which so disfigured Russian society (some would say to the present day). Lermontov was clearly no fan of that institution, but his chief concern was personal freedom rather than a solution to the social problems of his day. Lermontov and the Russian writers and poets of the early nineteenth century created the linguistic and lyrical framework for what would become one of the most fertile periods of literature the world has ever seen. Chekhov, Dostoyevsky, Turgenev, and Tolstoy learned their lessons well; they bowed their heads in respect for their predecessors and went on to change the novel and the short story forever.

Why read Lermontov at all, then? Why not proceed directly to the apogee of Anna Karenina or “The Lady with the Pet Dog”? For the scholar of Russian literature the answer is obvious—the pleasure of watching the Russian novel take shape is akin to the cinéaste’s delight in watching the carriage bump down the Odessa steps for the first time in Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin. But for the lay reader the answer is even more satisfying. A Hero of Our Time is one of the most exciting, innovative, and engrossing novels ever written. It is a sensual pleasure, elegantly proportioned, cleverly structured, and, despite its easy categorization as both an adventure and a romance, crowned with an existential question in its final pages—“[I]f predestination truly does exist, then why were we given free will and reason? Why must we account for our deeds?” (this page)—that magnifies the entire work, unites it, and bestows upon it the immortality it deserves. Lermontov leads us to this question with striking ingenuity, through time shifts, flashbacks, and multiple narrators. In many ways, Lermontov’s narrative style anticipates the world of cinema; its influence, direct or not, can be found not only in the work of early Soviet filmmakers such as Sergei Eisenstein but also in more recent postmodern films, most notably in the fractured narrative of Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction, a work equally concerned with questions of predestination and accountability.

—

The complexity and brevity of A Hero of Our Time can be matched only by the life of its author. Lermontov’s years were shaped by two tragedies, one personal, the other political. The author’s mother died in 1817, two years after his birth, and his grandmother, the conniving and powerful Elizaveta Arseneva, extorted control of the young boy from his father, a ne’er-do-well retired officer. Lermontov effectively grew up without father or mother, and his fiction and verse—most notably in the character of Pechorin, the titular “hero of our time”—not only concerns the absence of love but questions the very viability of honest and meaningful devotion between human beings. The second tragedy was Russia’s as well: the failure of the so-called Decembrist uprising in 1825, Russia’s last hope of assimilating the liberalizing influences of the West and sundering herself from the authoritarianism that would continue to mark the country’s history. Lermontov, like his hero Pushkin, had much sympathy for the St. Petersburg officers who led the doomed uprising (many of whom were executed), and both suffered from the curtailment of personal freedom and the heightened censorship that followed. Lermontov’s best work often led to his undoing at the court of Nicholas I. The poem that vaulted him to literary infamy—“The Poet’s Death,” written shortly after Pushkin’s fatal duel in 1837—was not merely an angry broadside aimed at Pushkin’s killer but an attack on Petersburg society, which had played a role in the poet’s death. The words “You, greedy crew that round the sceptre crawl, / Butchers of freedom, genius, and renown!”1 resulted in young Lermontov’s arrest and banishment to the Caucasus, the first of several scrapes between the poet and the Crown. In each case, it was Lermontov’s grandmother who came to the rescue, intervening with the authorities on her grandson’s behalf. Lermontov spent his life forever caught in the pull of two great centripetal forces—his babushka and his sovereign. He craved freedom from the world they inhabited, a respite from society, and his quest took him far from the oppressive salons of St. Petersburg and Moscow, and into the mountains of Georgia and the Caucasus.

—

It is difficult to explain the significance of the Caucasus region, where the action of A Hero of Our Time takes place, for Russians past and present. I recall the first time I saw Georgia as a child in the late 1970s—the mountainous terrain, the beaches of Abkhazia, the temperate climate and animated people. After the tired, horizontal cityscape of Leningrad where the life-draining winters take up the better part of the year, after the dour countenances of its inhabitants, Georgia seemed like the very incarnation of a life lived well. And even during the totalitarian years of Soviet rule, the peoples of the Caucasus managed to maintain their traditions and ways of life far better than most other Soviet subjects, mouthing their platitudes to Moscow while slyly going their own way.

Reading A Hero of Our Time, one is struck by the dismissive tone the hero Pechorin employs when describing the small-town Russian élite, and yet the heightened sense of emotion bordering on idolization when describing the Caucasus and her people. The bulk of the novel constitutes a portrait of stilted provincial life in the spa town of Pyatigorsk. Lermontov’s paean to the natural setting is emblematic of both his and Pechorin’s feelings for their adopted land: “To the west, five-domed Besh Tau is as blue as ‘the final cloud of a storm dispersed’; to the north rises Mashuk, like a shaggy Persian cap … farther away, like an amphitheater, loom the mountains, ever bluer and foggier, and at the edge of the horizon stretches a silvery chain of snowy peaks, beginning with Kazbek and ending with two-domed Elbruz. Life is gay in such a land!” (this page).

Life may be gay indeed, but only until the human element intrudes. Even the quality of language suffers when Lermontov’s hero is forced to deal with the various upstarts and second-rate socialites of the spa town squeezed in between the five glorious mountains. The cinematic scope of natural descriptions gives way to sentences such as “Then my heart did start beating harder than usual” on this page, while on this page a breast actually heaves.

Nabokov wrote of the novel: “[I]t would seem that the veneration elderly critics have for A Hero is rather a glorified recollection of youthful readings in the twilight, and of ardent self-identification, than the direct result of a mature consciousness of art.”2 There is some truth to this: Lermontov is read by Russian-speakers in our youth, and A Hero’s tales of adventure set in a foreign land, redolent with wine, bullets, and damsels of various ethnicities and dispositions, do imbue the novel with a lightness of spirit and tone which does not always weather the passage into adulthood as smoothly as, for example, Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin. Put differently, A Hero of Our Time is a young man’s novel, and as such it cannot help but succumb to a certain degree of self-absorption and autobiography, but by the same token its energy, momentum, and fierce indignation at society’s cruelty and pointlessness (“enough of feeding people sweets,” Lermontov writes in the preface) are the hallmarks of a young writer first discovering the beauty and integrity of the worlds his pen can render.

—

The question of whether or not his novel constituted an autobiography forced Lermontov to add a disclaimer to the second edition, calling it “an old and pathetic joke.” In truth, there were many similarities between the author and Pechorin. If the anecdotal evidence is correct, Lermontov was not the most agreeable of men. He was jaded, arrogant, and irritable, given to pranks and curt replies, an often indifferent companion to friend and foe alike. And yet, while serving in the Tsar’s army against the Chechen warlord Shamil, he was recognized for his exceptional bravery. Pechorin, too, is courageous in the saddle, while insufferable upon dismounting from it, given to statements such as “And what is happiness? Sated pride” (this page) or “I am incapable of friendship: of two friends, one is always the other’s slave” (this page). Perhaps the most important congruence between the author and his alter ego centers on the dueling scene in A Hero of Our Time. Pechorin humiliates the laughable Grushnitsky over his pretentious habits of dress and manner. Similarly, Lermontov teased a wealthy retired Moscow major named Martynov, who had the unfortunate habit of dressing like a native of the Caucasus. Lermontov promptly labeled him “the highlander with the big dagger,”3 and Martynov, who was a friend of Lermontov’s from their school days, demanded satisfaction. Unlike the duel in A Hero of Our Time, which is presented both as high adventure and farce, Lermontov’s deadly duel with Martynov was neither. The author was killed on the spot.

There are two influences upon the development of the nineteenth-century Russian character which deeply affected the creation of Pechorin and the outlook and lifestyle of his creator. First, there is the Byron effect, which seeped into the works of Pushkin and Lermontov, both of whom idolized the British poet. Here is a description of the Byronic literary figure according to Walter N. Vickery, a biographer of Pushkin: “[The Byronic hero] is proud, aristocratic, highly individualistic, and romantic; he is profoundly disillusioned by life; he feels in conflict with and superior to society; although his conduct may be antisocial and he inspires awe and fear in others, he possesses an underlying nobility of character; he seems marked by Fate and has suffered some irreparable misfortune in the past (an unhappy love affair, an unspecified injustice), as a result of which his view of life has become warped, his emotions atrophied; he brings tragedy to the woman who loves him; and he is portrayed against some primitive, exotic background.”4 We are looking at a rather verbatim description of Pechorin, and, if a mirror is placed opposite Pechorin’s sour countenance, we see the disillusioned, antisocial, noble-hearted, superior-minded, exotica-seeking Lermontov himself. He had suffered “irreparable misfortune”—the early loss of his mother, the separation from his father—as well as an unhappy love affair (the woman he loved in his youth was married off to a much richer, older, and portlier man).

The second category into which Pechorin may safely be placed is that of the “superfluous man.” Even before Turgenev coined the term in 1850 in his story “Diary of a Superfluous Man,” Russian literature already possessed a trio of superfluous superstars: Pushkin’s dashing but lackluster Eugene Onegin, Griboedov’s rootless, Westernized Chatsky in the brilliant and oft-quoted play Woe from Wit, and of course Pechorin, the protagonist of this volume. The hallmark of these superfluous men is an inability to play a practical part in Russian society, a difficulty that may stem from lack of rank or wealth (Lermontov certainly suffered from the latter), but also from a conscious decision—one made all the more relevant after the unsuccessful Decembrist uprising—to refuse to partake in a stilted, rigid, and provincial culture which rewarded mediocrity, conformity, and an empty obeisance to the tyranny of the Tsarist state. The reaction to this stifling environment, as Pushkin once described of one of his characters, is “that indifference to life and its pleasures, that premature aging of the soul.…”5

By the end of A Hero of Our Time, Pechorin has left a trail of corpses in his wake and destroyed the lives of sympathetic maidens Russian and Circassian alike, yet when he rides to his duel with the hapless Grushnitsky and declares, “From life’s storm I have taken only a few ideas—and not one emotion” (this page), we know this is not just youthful bluster on his part, but the kernel of a profound desperation that Lermontov reveals to his readers for but a second, before, characteristically, turning away from us.

—

One must forgive the cliché, but Lermontov is considered by some to be Russia’s most potent poet of freedom. It is a dubious title as such, for he lived in the one great European nation that knew the least of liberty. “A dog’s death for a dog,”6 Tsar Nicholas remarked upon hearing of the poet’s death, and the repression that continued after his lifetime only burnished Lermontov’s reputation among his countrymen. Lermontov keenly observed and chronicled the mores of the society and state that had brought him so much ill fortune, but his eyes always seemed to look elsewhere, away from the coquettes and poseurs of the capital, the Tsar’s men with their medals and epaulets. “[H]ere,” he writes of a Caucasian landscape, “everything breathes of solitude, here everything is mysterious: the lanes densely lined with lindens that bend over the stream, which cuts a path for itself, frothing and splashing noisily, from stone to stone, between the verdant mountains; the gorges full of gloom and silence, which branch in all directions; the freshness of the aromatic air, heavy with the vapors from the tall southern grasses and the white acacia; and the incessant, sweetly lulling sound of the icy streams, which meet at the valley’s end and chase one another amiably.…” (this page).

—

GARY SHTEYNGART wrote the acclaimed novel The Russian Debutante’s Handbook. His fiction and essays have appeared in numerous publications, including The New Yorker and Granta.
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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

Rarely does a text as witty, colorful, and engaging as Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time come across a translator’s desk. A handsome, sophisticated protagonist buffeted by human passions yet beset by ennui, a romantic locale complete with tribesmen in exotic native dress, a wild world of dashing horses and duels, icy streams and treacherous mountains, plus intricate webs of love and hate—such is the stuff a publicist’s dreams are made of. All the flash and dash would have come to seem dated long ago, though, were it not for the novel’s complex narrative structure, the diverse cast of characters, the surges of poetic description, the witty asides, and the multiple registers of language, from simple narrative to poetic descriptions of nature, from sharp banter to emotional tête-à-têtes, as well as the lovely verses and frank journal entries. Lermontov’s craft has been both my frustration and my delight.

Though a relatively young man when he wrote A Hero of Our Time, Mikhail Lermontov was already an important poet in a country that prizes its poets above all. He had risen to prominence in 1837 with his poem “The Death of a Poet,” on the occasion of Pushkin’s fatal duel. Hero, which Lermontov wrote after that poem and toward the end of his own short life (which also ended in a duel), marks the beginning of a new phase in Russian literature: the rise of fiction in general and the development of the psychological novel in particular.

The novel’s most striking formal feature is its mosaic narrative. Three different narrators tell the story—or rather stories, because each chapter, although each is about our hero, is somewhat autonomous. These stories, however, appear out of chronological order; Lermontov leaves it to the reader to work out how the pieces fit together.

The first narrator is a character who barely figures in the story, the author’s stand-in. He is never named and he maintains the greatest emotional distance from Pechorin, whom he meets just once and then only briefly. His outlook is sophisticated, his relationship to Pechorin mercenary: he seizes upon Pechorin’s papers when they are about to be abandoned and rejoices when he learns of Pechorin’s death because this gives him the right to dispose of the papers as he pleases—which is exactly what he proceeds to do. This narrator is not influenced by a personal relationship with his subject, but he does become fond of the second narrator, the old captain Maxim Maximich, whom he encounters twice while traveling through the Caucasus.

Maxim Maximich’s voice is a marvelous foil for the narrator’s (and, later, Pechorin’s). Maxim Maximich is career military, a decent, good-hearted older man of no particular education or sophistication. His language, though not crude, lacks any refinement and inclines toward the hackneyed expression, in marked contrast to the narrator’s and Pechorin’s self-aware, ironical modes of expression. Maxim Maximich enjoys his stock phrases and empty formulas. This guileless man would be a caricature were it not for his sincere fondness for Pechorin. Maxim Maximich’s emotionally charged tales of Pechorin pique the narrator’s interest and the reader’s as well. Thus it happens that when Maxim Maximich is about to discard Pechorin’s journals, which he has held in safekeeping, the narrator leaps at the opportunity to claim them.

Finally, there is Pechorin himself, the third narrator, whom Lermontov lets us view from the perspective of the other narrators and the other characters and from the inside as well, so to speak. After we encounter Pechorin through Maxim Maximich, we get the author-narrator’s glimpse and opinion of him, and then we come to know him in depth through his journal.

Pechorin tries to project a superior, detached image to the world. He has been banished from the capital for reasons we can only infer, and he makes his superior indifference to the provincial world of the Caucasus, where Russia’s soldiers have come to subdue the Chechens and Russia’s leisured class have come to the waters for treatment, abundantly clear. He coolly manipulates those unfortunate enough to cross his path, but he himself pays for this icy façade. In the privacy of his journal entries, Pechorin recounts his inner struggles in such a way as to convince us of his many good qualities and honest emotions. His psychological conflicts are brought into even higher relief because we have seen Pechorin from the outside—from the narrator’s and Maxim Maximich’s points of view as well as the other characters’—and not merely as Pechorin claims he is viewed.

The first challenge of this translation, then, is to present the three narrators as three distinct voices with three different perspectives on the phenomenon known as Pechorin, and to do so in such a way as to evoke an emotional response comparable to what each narrator aroused in the Russian reader. The English reader will be the judge of how well I have accomplished this.

Almost as challenging to the translator as the question of narrators is the poeticism that suffuses the text in a variety of ways. Poetry is represented directly in the verse Lermontov inserts here and there, for instance, the lovely pseudo-folk song in “Bela.” Many of his descriptive passages, particularly his descriptions of the mountains, are poetry in prose. And his poet’s identity comes through indirectly in his many allusions to poets—Russian, such as Pushkin and Griboedov, but also foreign, including Byron and Goethe.

The last important aesthetic element in this mix is Lermontov’s heavy use of foreign words and speech and local color in general. That Pechorin periodically speaks French merely reflects the speech patterns of a man of his social class in Russia in the early nineteenth century; this is a common feature of Russian fiction of that period. Lermontov plays up the exoticism of his locale, however, by also using local terms for items of clothing and weapons and by making characters speak the local dialect. In another variation on this device, in the chapter entitled “Taman,” a cunning blind boy speaks Ukrainian to mislead Pechorin. By highlighting local color, Lermontov puts even more distance between his protagonist and his surroundings.

I have tried to take a balanced approach to the use of foreign language. First, I have retained almost all instances of a foreign language being spoken in that language. The reader will find translations for those passages in the notes at the end of the book. I say “almost” because I have not allowed the blind boy in “Taman” to speak Ukrainian. First of all, the passage is too long to render in Ukrainian and then ask the reader to turn to the notes for explanation. Second, the point is not so much that he is speaking a foreign language but that he is trying to keep Pechorin in the dark by being close-mouthed. After all, Pechorin (and the Russian reader), who presumably does not speak Ukrainian himself, does understand the boy, so it seems wrong to make this conversation incomprehensible to the English reader. My aim here was to preserve the terse, rapid-fire quality of their exchange, in this way pointing to the blind boy’s cunning, which will come back to haunt Pechorin.

The reader will find preserved many but not all of the localized terms that Lermontov sprinkled liberally through his text. My practice was to keep words that referred to unique phenomena, for example, kunak, which means “friend” but is also used repeatedly to refer to a special room for receiving a kunak in the house of Bela’s father. On the other hand, I did not use the word aul, which also appears several times and is the Caucasian word for a mountain village. Since the village is clearly in the Caucasus Mountains, using aul would not have added new information to the reader’s understanding.

The reader will find a glossary of foreign terms following the text.

—

Any retranslation inevitably draws attention to previous efforts, but in the case of A Hero of Our Time, one translator stands out and must be mentioned—Vladimir Nabokov, who is credited with having translated the book “in collaboration with” his son Dmitri, though the father has made a clear claim to the text. (In his introduction, Vladimir declares his to be the first English translation of Hero—though others had “paraphrased” it before.) Nabokov had strong opinions about what does and does not fall within the translator’s purview, and the evidence of his convictions is all over his translation. Those readers familiar with Nabokov’s approach will immediately spot his insistence on precision of meaning, for example, at the very beginning of “Bela,” where he makes sure we know that the cart piled high with the narrator’s baggage is not just any cart but a “small springless carriage.” Nabokov did not approve of translating poetry as poetry, so he provides a prose version of Lermontov’s verse. Never one to be overawed by a masterpiece, in his notes Nabokov castigates Lermontov’s plot lapses and poor word choices and laments the clichéd expressions he finds throughout the text. He describes Lermontov’s Russian as “at times, almost as crude as Stendhal’s French.” He explains Lermontov’s witticisms. This is the Nabokovan view full-blown. For all his reservations, though, Nabokov finds much to admire in the novel: its narrative thrust, pervasive “manly and romantic beauty,” and “fierce integrity.”

My approach to this novel has been to serve this beauty and integrity. I believe that it is more important for the reader to know that Lermontov wrote a lovely folk song in a certain style than to know the exact vocabulary and images he used to create it. I think that in the context of the era when the novel was written, Lermontov’s clichés have a certain charm, perhaps even a rightful place. Rather than taking Lermontov to task for loose ends, I can only marvel at the delicate narrative structure and interweaving of voices. In short, I take the positive view. The beauty of A Hero of Our Time lies in how effortlessly the intricate pieces of this puzzle work together. The trick is to polish this many-faceted jewel of Russian—and world—literature to a shine comparable to its original luster. My job has been to convince you, the English reader, that it is indeed a masterpiece.
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

In any book, the preface comes first and, at the same time, last; it serves either as an explanation of the composition’s goal, or as a justification and a reply to criticism. Ordinarily, however, readers do not care about moral goals or journalistic attacks, and so they do not read prefaces. And it is a shame that this is the case, especially for us. Our audience is still so young and ingenuous that it does not understand a fairy tale unless it finds a moral for it at the end. It cannot guess the jokes or sense the irony; it is simply badly educated. It still does not know that in a proper society and a proper book, outright abuse has no place; that modern education has invented a much keener weapon which is almost invisible and nonetheless deadly, and which, under the cloak of flattery, can deliver an irresistible and accurate blow. Our audience is like the country bumpkin who listens to a conversation between two diplomats serving enemy courts and is left confident that each is deceiving his own government in favor of the fondest mutual friendship.

This book has experienced the still recent unfortunate trust of some readers and even journals in the literal meaning of words. Some have taken terrible offense, and not in jest, at having set for them as an example such an immoral man as the Hero of Our Time; others have very subtly remarked that the author has drawn his own portrait and portraits of the men he knows. It’s an old and pathetic joke! However, Russia has evidently been created such that everything in it is brought up to date except for absurdities such as this. The most magical of fairy tales would barely escape reproach among us for attempting to insult an important personage!

A Hero of Our Time, kind sirs, is indeed a portrait, but not of a single man. It is a portrait composed of the sins of our entire generation in full flower. Again you will tell me that a man cannot be this bad, but I will tell you that if you have believed in the possibility of all the tragic and romantic villains, why then will you not believe in the reality of Pechorin? If you have admired fabrications much more dreadful and monstrous, then why can this character, even as a fabrication, not win your indulgence? Is it not because there is more truth to him than you would wish?

Will you say that morality does not gain from this? Pardon me. Enough of feeding people sweets; this has spoiled their digestion: we need bitter medicine and caustic truths. But do not think after this, though, that the author of this book has ever held the proud dream of becoming the reformer of man’s sins. May Heaven spare him such ignorance! He merely finds it amusing to draw modern man such as he understands him and, to his and your misfortune, such as he has encountered him all too often. We will find that the disease has been diagnosed, but how one is to cure it—God only knows!
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