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PREFACE

ON JULY 30, 1925, Vera Muromtseva-Bunina, the wife of the Russian writer Ivan Bunin, wrote in her diary: “Ian [her name for her husband] has torn up and burned all his diary manuscripts. I am very angry. ‘I don’t want to be seen in my underwear,’ he told me.” Seeing Vera so upset, Bunin confided to her: “I have another diary in the form of a notebook. After I die you can do with it what you like.”1

At the time of this incident, Bunin was fifty-six, Vera was forty-five. They had been living in exile in France for six years, having fled their country in the wake of the Russian Revolution and civil war. Although Bunin had been nominated for the Nobel Prize in Literature almost immediately upon his arrival in the West, it was not until 1933 that he would receive this award, the first Russian writer and the first writer in exile ever to be accorded such an honor. As for the diary, Bunin himself published it in 1936 with the title Cursed Days (Okaiannye dni).

Set against the backdrop of Moscow and Odessa in 1918 and 1919, Cursed Days is Bunin’s scathing account of his last days in Russia. Although banned during the years of Soviet power, it is enjoying a stunning revival in the homeland today. By 1991 no fewer than fifteen separate editions of Cursed Days had been published in the former Soviet Union, including its appearance in a new six-volume edition of Bunin’s works in 1994.

The work is important for several reasons. Cursed Days is one of the very few anti-Bolshevik diaries to be preserved from the time of the Russian Revolution and civil war. It recreates events with graphic and gripping immediacy. Unlike the works of early Soviets and emigrés and their self-censoring backdrop of memory, myth, and political expediency, Bunin’s truth reads almost like an aberration.2

Cursed Days also links Russian anti-utopian writing of the nineteenth century to its counterpart in the twentieth. Reminiscent of the fiction of Dostoevsky, it features an “underground man” who does not wish to be an “organ stop” or to affirm “crystal palaces.” Bunin’s diary foreshadowed such “libelous” memoirs as Evgenia Ginsberg’s Journey into the Whirlwind (1967) and Within the Whirlwind (1981), and Nadezhda Mandelstam’s Hope Against Hope (1970) and Hope Abandoned (1974), the accounts of two courageous women caught up in the Stalinist terror of the 1930s. Cursed Days also preceded the “rebellious” anti-Soviet tradition that began with Evgeny Zamyatin and Yury Olesha, moved on to Mikhail Bulgakov, and reached an apex with Boris Pasternak and Alexander Solzhenitsyn. One can argue that, in its painful exposés of political and social utopias, Cursed Days, together with Zamyatin’s We (1924), heralded the anti-utopian writing of George Orwell and Aldous Huxley. Bunin and Zamyatin had correctly understood that the Soviet experiment was destined to self-destruct.

Cursed Days was Bunin’s only work to feature him in his “underwear.” For a singular moment in his almost seventy years as a writer, he relinquished his classical and aristocratic stance, and, hauntingly, like Edvard Munch’s tormented figure in “The Scream” (1893), tried to articulate the near despair that was flowing just beneath the surface of his personal, professional, and political poise.

In publishing this first English translation of Cursed Days, I wish to make Bunin’s account accessible to Western readers so that this gifted writer may also be seen as a perceptive social critic. Unless readers can comprehend his wrenching struggle to make sense of his shattered world, they cannot appreciate his vacillation between hope and despair. To this edition of Cursed Days I also add a “coda”—selections from 1919 articles written by Bunin in Odessa, in which he elaborated certain insights into the Russian Revolution and civil war.3 With these pieces I hope to complete an otherwise unavailable picture of Bunin’s last days in his homeland. Bunin himself requested that “nothing be forgotten” about the trials and horrors of newly bolshevized Russia; and, as Santayana once warned, those who cannot remember the mistakes of the past are condemned to repeat them.

For their invaluable assistance at various stages in the preparation of this book, I wish to thank Linda Gregory and the staffs of the Departments of Reference, Interlibrary Loan, and Micro-texts of the Theodore M. Hesburgh Library at the University of Notre Dame for obtaining many needed materials, for researching footnotes, and for photocopying texts, and to Margaret Jasiewicz, Sherry Reichold, and especially Nancy McMahon for typing correspondence and preparing the manuscript.

Several individuals deserve a special note of gratitude. Truly this book would not have come into being without Professor Klaus Lanzinger, former chairman of the Department of German and Russian Languages and Literatures at the University of Notre Dame; Professor Harry Attridge, former dean of the College of Arts and Letters; Professor Jennifer Warlick, former director of the Institute for Scholarship in the Liberal Arts; and Professor Roger Skurski, associate dean of the college, who allowed me to devote a good part of my energy to this project and who provided technical and financial assistance. I am also grateful to Professors Marc Raeff, Andrew Wachtel, and Gary Hamburg for their meticulous reading of the text; Helen Sullivan, who, along with others of the staff of the library of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, unearthed sources, researched additional footnotes, and answered myriad questions; Steven Bordenkircher, Bethany Thomas, and Matthew Welsh, who proved to be quick and ready research assistants; Vladimir Khmelkov, who helped with additional research and who translated many of the articles as well as passages involving the speech of Russian peasants and workers; and finally, my publisher, Ivan Dee, who believed in this project from the beginning and who taught me much about the publishing and scholarly worlds.

I also wish to recognize my wife, Gloria Gibbs Marullo, and my longtime colleague and friend, Sister Mary Colleen Dillon, S.N.D., of the Sisters of Notre Dame of Covington, Kentucky, both of whom read the manuscript innumerable times, kept me physically and spiritually whole during its writing, and learned more about Ivan Bunin than they really cared to. My cats, Gonzaga (“Gonzo”), Bernadette Marie, and Margaret Mary, and my other felines, Ignatius and Augustine, who both departed this life in spring 1997, provided affection and support when Bunin and I had exhausted the goodwill and cheer of everyone else.

Finally, I wish to express my gratitude to Julia Gauchman, also on the staff of the library at the University of Illinois, for her generous and expert assistance not only in the preparation of this volume but also in my other works on Bunin. She has been a supporting force in my growth as a scholar, and it is to her that I dedicate this work as a token of my heartfelt affection and esteem.

T. G. M.

Notre Dame, Indiana
February 1998

1. M. Grin, Ustami Buninykh, vol. 2 (Frankfurt, 1981), 145–146.

2. On June 21, 1952, Bunin wrote to Mark Aldanov: “[A friend] once told me that Cursed Days was the one book that had something to say about the Bolsheviks.” See R. Fedoulova, “Lettres d’Ivan Bunin à Mark Aldanov (1948–1953),” Cahiers du monde russe et sovietique, vol. 23, Nos. 3–4 (1982), 490.

3. The citations from Bunin’s articles in The Southern Word are found in Skorb’ zemli rodnoi. Sbornik statei 1919 goda (New York, 1920), 44–50; B. Lipin, “Bunin v ‘Iuzhnom slove’,” Zvezda, No. 9 (1993), 125–141; and P. Shirmakov, “Vozvrashenie Bunina,” Svetskaia priroda i chelovek, No. 3 (1991), 62–66. The text for Cursed Days is taken from the 1935–1936 eleven-volume edition of Bunin’s collected works published in Berlin.


CURSED DAYS


INTRODUCTION

ON JUNE 9, 1918, Ivan Bunin and his wife, Vera Muromtseva-Bunina, arrived in German-occupied Orsha, a small town directly southwest of Smolensk, en route to Odessa. “We are . . . ‘abroad,’ ” Muromtseva-Bunina wrote in her diary. “With tears in his eyes, Ian said, ‘Never have I crossed into a [foreign] country with such a feeling of the border. I am shaking all over! Can it be that I am finally safe from the power of the people, from those pigs!’ ” Muromtseva-Bunina continued: “Ian was deliriously happy when a German punched a Bolshevik in the face. . . .”1

The unfortunate Bolshevik aside, Bunin had more profound causes for relief. Only three days before, he and his wife had escaped the Revolution and civil war that was ravaging Moscow. In Odessa, in the newly established republic of the Ukraine, they hoped to find safety and rest. There they planned to wait out events, hoping to return to Moscow when the Bolsheviks were overthrown and Russia returned to its imperial status.

For Bunin, leaving his country was particularly bittersweet. He realized that whatever trials he had suffered in the twilight of imperial Russia, he also had much to be grateful for. He had established himself as the last “nobleman” in Russian fiction. His works emerged from a literary tradition which, in less than a century, had moved the national written expression to the forefront of world literature and culture. In his own mind and that of many citizens and critics, Bunin was linked irrevocably to Pushkin, Turgenev, and Tolstoy. Works such as The Village (1909–1910) and Dry Valley (1911) were a fitting coda to a corpus that had begun with Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin (1823–1831), embraced Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons (1862), and seemed to reach near perfection with Tolstoy’s War and Peace (1865–1869) and Anna Karenina (1875–1877).

For his thirty-year career as a writer in Russia, Bunin was also thankful. On several occasions he had discussed life with Tolstoy, and he enjoyed a close friendship with Chekhov; as early as 1903 he had won the Pushkin Prize for Literature, an award he would receive twice more before he left Russia; and in 1909 he had been elected to the Academy of Sciences in Saint Petersburg with the title of “honored academician.” In pieces like “The Brothers” (1914), “The Gentleman from San Francisco” (1915), “Nooselike Ears” (1916), and “Chang’s Dreams” (1916), Bunin had shown that he could incisively portray Russian life while plumbing the depths of universal human passions and struggles.

In these pre-Revolutionary years, however, Bunin had also endured enormous suffering and pain from which he bore deep scars. Born in 1870, he had grown up in the diminished circumstances of the post-Emancipation gentry, without a close-knit family, advanced education, or assured career. By age thirty he complained to his brother Yuly that his life was a “joke,”2 and that existence was nothing but a daily and desperate struggle for survival. Blow followed upon blow. His marriage to Anna Nikolaevna Tsakni in 1898 failed in eighteen months; his only son, Kolya, died at the age of five; Chekhov passed away in 1904 and Tolstoy in 1910, leaving Bunin alone to carry on the legacy of “aristocratic” writing in a culture that increasingly rejected “gentry” values.

Most wrenching of all for Bunin, no doubt, was that readers and reviewers misconstrued the meaning of his life and art. He wrote in 1915: “The critics rushed to brand me with labels, to establish the parameters of my talent once and for all. . . . In their view, there was never a writer who was more quiet and fixed in his views than I. . . . I was the ‘singer of fall, of sadness, of noblemen’s nests.’ . . . Later they assigned me tags that were diametrically opposed. First I was a ‘Decadent,’ then a ‘Parnassian’ and a ‘cold master.’ . . . I was a Symbolist, a mystic, a realist, a neorealist, a god-seeker, a naturalist, and God knows what else. The critics plastered me with so many labels that I felt like a suitcase that had traveled the world. . . . The truth, however, was that I was very far from being fixed in my views, and that I was living a life a hundred times more complicated and more penetrating than anything I had yet published.”3

All the pain that Bunin had suffered in his early years was merely a prelude to the anguish brought on by the emerging chaos in his land. Bunin saw that Russia was entering a cataclysmic cycle of reaction, upheaval, and reform, and was rushing headlong toward the “abyss” and the “apocalypse” he had already discovered in civilization.4 There was ample evidence for his rising fears. In 1905 and 1906 Bunin witnessed the peasant revolts near Tula and Oryol and the devastation of his brother’s, Evgeny’s, estate at Ognevka. In some cosmic sense, he feared for the end of “patriarchal” Russia when in 1914 his country entered World War I.

Under the weight of mounting calamities, he wrote to a friend in March 1914: “I am firmly convinced that this Christmas will not be the last bloody one, for I know that people are beasts. . . . But there are thousands of ‘buts’ which are joyful and comforting: the voice of the human heart.” Bunin ended his letter with two visions of hope for a new society. In one, a “great idol” seemingly protects humankind from harm; in the other, the Lamb of God bids his subjects “to rise up and look around.”5

The essential tragedy in Bunin’s life was that his nation elected to follow a demagogue, not God, and that no one cared to hear about the dark side of the Bolshevik victory. Having fled peasant unrest in the provinces, Bunin and his wife arrived at Vera’s parents’ apartment in Moscow (just off the famed Arbat) on October 26, 1917.6 Scarcely ten days later, during the Bolshevik revolt of November 7, Bunin had to stand guard at the apartment for a week with scarcely any sleep or food, behind locked doors, shuttered windows, and gates barricaded by huge beams of wood. This fortress, however, did not insulate him from the anarchy outside: the fires and fighting in the streets; the guns, bombs, and flying shrapnel all assaulted his acute sensibilities. Red Army soldiers finally broke through the door and demanded weapons, though there were none.

It seems almost incredible that no sooner had the chaos in Moscow subsided than Bunin sought to resume his literary life. He attended meetings of the Writers’ Publishing House, the literary circle Wednesday, and the Moscow Artists’ Circle. There he debated the nature of the folk and of contemporary art with such writers as Bely, Bal’mont, Ehrenburg, and Alexei Tolstoy.

Such pretenses at normalcy could not, however, alleviate the increasing difficulties of the Bunins’ situation. That terrible winter of 1917–1918, together with Lenin’s arrival at the Kremlin in March 1918, deepened Bunin’s hatred of bolshevism. Matters did not come to a head, though, until two months later, when he traveled to the provincial cities of Kozlov and Tambov (roughly 260 miles southeast of Moscow) to give a series of literary readings and to procure food and staples that were in short supply in the capital.

Of this trip Muromtseva-Bunina wrote in her diary on May 23, 1918: “Bunin’s journey [to Tambov and Kozlov] gave him a genuine sense of the bolshevism that is spreading throughout Russia, a sense of hopelessness . . . of terror and the abyss. . . . He is firmly convinced that we have to go to the south as soon as possible.”7

On the following day Bunin appealed to Vladimir Friche, who would later become a leading literary critic
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