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Don Quixote in Russia in the Early
Twentieth Century:
The Problem of Perception and
Interpretation

Slav N. Gratchev

his study logically continues my previous examination of the per-

ception of Don Quixote in Russia throughout the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries and how this perception changed over time. In
this new article, I will again use a number of materials inaccessible
to English-speaking scholars to demonstrate how the perception
of Don Quixote by Russian intelligentsia shifted from humorous to
complete admiration and even idealization of the hero. Don Quixote
was more and more frequently compared with Prometheus, the most
powerful and most romanticized personage of Greek methodology.
Indeed, “HavyaB IOMOPUCTHUYECKHUI POMAH, OCMEHBAIOLINI YBIeUeHHe
COBPEMEHHHUKOB PbILIAPCKUMH TOXOXAeHusimu, CepBaHTeC U He
IyMaJji, YTO TOTEIIHBI PbHIIAPh TeYasbHOro o6pasa MOCTENeHHO
BBIPACTET B TUTAHTCKYIO GpUrypy crpagansua-uzgeanvcra’ (“by starting
a humorous novel satirizing contemporary fascination with knightly
adventures, Cervantes could not even guess that the amusing Knight
of the Sad Countenance would gradually grow into a great figure of the
suffering idealist”; my trans; Solomin g1).

This study will not attempt to exhaust all questions related to this
matter. Instead it tries to open some new routes that will perhaps lead
us toward new generalizations and productive conclusions. At the very
least, this study aims to arouse a scholarly interest in some key topics
related to Cervantes’ reception in Russia in the early twentieth cen-
tury, his re-discovery and gradual transformation or, more to the point,
re-accentuation of the image of Don Quixote during the Silver Age of
Russian literary Renaissance.

This term—Silver Age—initially suggested by the Russian philoso-
pher Nikolay Berdyaev,' became customary to use when referring to the
last decade of the nineteenth and the first two decades of the twentieth
centuries.? It was not only an exceptionally creative period in the histo-
ry of Russian poetry and prose, but it was also a time for re-evaluating
many of the values of the past, including Cervantes’ Don Quixote.
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It is only in the twentieth century that, for the first time, we start
hearing the voices of intellectuals, poets, writers, and literary critics
refer to Cervantes as a “genius.” It is noted that, “Mexny tem, [lou
KuxoT, Kak MCTHHHOEe NMPOM3BeJieHNEe TeHNsl, COAEPKUT B cebe Maccy
CTOPOH U B Ka)kI0# 13 HuX CepBaHTeC SIB/ISI€TCSI OTPOMHBIM 3HATOKOM
yenoBeyeckoro yma u cepaua’ (“Meanwhile, Don Quixote is a true
work of genius. It contains a lot of different sides, and, in each of them,
Cervantes is a great connoisseur of the human mind and heart”; my
trans; Solomin 93).

G. Galina,? one of the many talented poets that appeared during
the first decade of the twentieth century, right at the splendor of the
Silver Age, wrote a short poem that is unique in its romantic percep-
tion of Don Quixote. Here, maybe for the first time, the old notion of
the “loco” (crazy) is defeated, and the image of the “Bronze horseman”
comes out instead of the Knight of the Sad Countenance:

Ot GyAHUYHOM TOCKH, TPEBOTH U 3a60T

SI yXOXy B MOW MUP (aHTa3MH TYMaHHOI.

MHe 00JIMK BUJUTCSI TOTZA CMEIIHOW M CTPAHHbIH -
B Hapsifie ppitjapckoM Gesymubiit JJon Kuxor.

a ChITast TOIA GEXUT, ITyMsICh HaJ, HUM,

KaK 3a IIYTOM CBOMM, 3a0aBHBIM 1 6€3yMHBIM,

Y MOTeLIeTCs], BeH4Yast CMeXOM LIyMHBIM

BC€ TO, YTO OH 30BET BETMKHUM H CBSITHIM.

ITYCTb 3TO TOJIBKO Gpef, ero Ayuu GOIbHOM,

OH BCe JKe JOPOT MHe B CBOe 60pbOe HarpacHOM.
KTO MOXET TaK JIIOOUTh, TaK HEHABUAETh CTPACTHO,
TOT He Ge3ymell, HeT! TOT pbILApsh U cBsaTOi. (Galina 26)

From everyday boredom, anxiety, and worries

[ run into my world where only fantasy reigns.

And the first one I see is a Stranger--

Our eternal knight Don Quixote.

And a well-fed crowd runs after him,

and calls him clown, funny, and insane,

and laughs at him, and makes funny faces

at everything he calls great and holy.

But even if it’s only the cry of his sad soul,

he is still dear to me while he fights in vain.

The One who can love and hate so, with such a passion
He is not a madman, no! He is a Knight and Saint! (my trans)
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It was symptomatic at that time—the time of the first Russian
Revolution—for intelligentsia to look for an escape into the “world
where only fantasy reigns,” and it is particularly interesting that, in this
world, they found the eternal figure of Don Quixote. Galina, whose
poem I just cited, represented in her poetry the very best tradition of
Russian poetry of the late nineteenth century. She belonged to the gen-
eration of Blok, and her re-accentuation of Don Quixote as a “Knight
and Saint” can be seen as emblematic for the entire Silver Age literary
generation.

It should not be forgotten that in 1905 Don Quixote “turned” 300
years old, and his “birthday” also had a remarkable resonance in
Russia. Vyacheslav Ivanov 5 gave Don Quixote a new title, calling him
“The Hero of Our Time.” ¢ In his article “The Crisis of Individualism,”
specifically dedicated to the 300™ anniversary of Don Quixote, Ivanov,
for the first time in Russian literary criticism and, possibly for the first
time ever, called Cervantes’ novel “a poem,” reconfirming the new and
highly romanticized perspective that Russian Silver Age intelligentsia
of the early twentieth century developed toward Cervantes’ hero. He
states:

Becb cOHM BemMKHUX TeHel C HAMH...OTH BeYHbIe THITbI
YeJI0BeKa [VISIASIT He TOJIBKO B BEYHOCTb. ECThy HUX 0COGEHHBIH,
TIPOHUKHOBEHHBIM B3MIsiL, W Ha Hac. OHM TOAHSIIMCH U3
HeGBITHSI TI0Z, OOLIMM 3HAKOM, MX CBSI3BIBAET MEXAY COOOI0
HEYTO MPOPOYECTBEHHO O0Ouiee. BrepBbie BO BCeMUPHOM
WCTOPUM OHU SIBUIU AYXY 3alPOChl HOBOTO MHIUBHUAYyaIU3Ma
U Tparnyeckoii antunomud. (Ivanov 831)

The whole company of great shadows is here with us . . .
[Ivanov refers to Hamlet, King Lear, and Macbeth.] These
eternal human types look into eternity, but they also look
at us. They rose from obscurity under a common sign; they
share a lot in common, and there is prophesy related to each
of them. For the first time in world history, they have revealed
the spirit of new questions of individualism and its tragic an-
tinomy. (my trans)

What is interesting, though, is that Ivanov, also for the first time in
literary criticism, does not put Don Quixote on a lower scale in relation
to those “eternal human types,” but instead he places Cervantes’ hero
above Hamlet in his philosophical significance and humanistic mis-
sion. For Ivanov, Don Quixote does not just come to this world with
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the new word; instead, he comes to this world to bring a new life, to
revive a tradition of chivalry, and to restore the good old meaning of
the knight-errantry. Ivanov states:

On, kak m 'amsner, HOocuTenb CBOMX CKprpKanei. Tonbpko
He HOBBIE W ellle He BBICTYNHMBIIME IHUCbMeHa CHJIUTCS OH
pa3o0parh Ha HUX: HET, SICHO HAa4YepPTaHbl B €ro CO3HAHUU
cTaphble MMCbMeHa, OTBepruyTsie MupoM. He HoBoe zeticTBre
POJUTCS B HEM, a cTapoe Bockpecaert. (Ivanov 834)

He, like Hamlet, is the carrier of his own tablets. But he is not
trying to read the new writings that simply try to show them-
selves to the world; instead, he remembers the old ones that
are clearly inscribed in his mind, those writings that are now
rejected by the world. It is not a new action that is being born
inside him but an old one that is being resurrected. (my trans)

Ivanov does not stop here with the particular uniqueness of Don
Quixote that he sees in Quixote’s attempt—so far unheard of in uni-
versal literature—to challenge the realness of the world by the real-
ness of his personal Weltanschauung.” In this bold attempt—to chal-
lenge the entire world—Ivanov sees the uniqueness of Don Quixote,
his philosophical and universal significance. This daring attempt to
challenge the imperfect world is what makes Don Quixote the second
truly great individualist of world literature.® But still, insists Ivanov,
Don Quixote would be the “first Knight” in a crowd that consists of
Macbeth, Othello, Hamlet, and King Lear. There is something in Don
Quixote, notes Ivanov, that makes this Spanish knight totally singular
and totally unparalleled by any of the great Shakespearian characters.
He indicates: “Ho B riy6uHe cBoeii Ayiiy OH HeCeT POCTOK HOBOM
nyun...Ecii Mup He TakoB, KAKUM J0JDKeH ObITh, KaK IMOCTYJ/IAT /AyXa,
TeM Xy)Ke I MUPa, Ja U HeT BoBce Takoro mupa’ (“But in the depths
of his soul he carries the germ of a new soul ... If the world is not what it
should be, as a postulate of the spirit, so much the worse for the world,
and a world like this does not even exist”; my trans; Ivanov 834).

But only just paired with the great crowd of Shakespearian charac-
ters, Don Quixote almost immediately makes another step forward—
the very step that will distinguish him forever from other great literary
figures. He dares to reject the world as it is! In other words, in the early
seventeenth century, at the dawn of modern literature, Don Quixote
has done what Ivan Karamazov of Dostoevsky will do, only 250 years
later. As indicated:
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Hy Tak npezcrasb ke ce6e, 4TO B OKOHYATEIbHOM Pe3yJ/IbTaTe
sI MHpa 9TOro GOXXbEro - He IPUHUMAIO, U XOTh M 3HAIO, YTO
OH CYIECTBYET, a He JOIyCKal ero Bosce. 5| He Gora He
NPUHMMA, TIOMMH THI 3TO, 1 MUPA, UM CO3JAHHOTO, MHpa-
TO GOXXBEro He IPUHMUMAIO U He MOTY COTJIACUTHCS TIPHHSATD.
(Dostoevsky 214)

Well, imagine yourself that, as a final result, this world of God
is what I do not accept, and, even though I know that it exists,
I do not accept it at all. And, it is not God that I do not accept,
you must understand this. It is the world He created, this
world of God. This is what I do not accept and cannot agree to
accept. (my trans)

Not a single literary character, before Cervantes or after him, ever went
so far as to reject the world, but Don Quixote did. He is not a philoso-
pher, like Ivan Karamazov; he is just a knight errant, but not accepting
the world that had become so corrupt is the essence of his individualist
Weltanschauung. Hamlet also does it, but his motives are different; it
is certainly easier to reject the world when you are unhappy and when
your heart is full of revenge. Then the frustration can be explained and
understood, and the challenge can be justified. The case of the Spanish
knight is different; Don Quixote, who “whenever he was at leisure
(which was mostly all the year round) gave himself up to reading books
of chivalry” (Don Quixote I: 82), certainly does not have much reason
for frustration. Nevertheless, he “hit upon the strangest notion that
every madman in this world hit upon that he should make a knight-er-
rant of himself, roaming the world over in full armor and on horseback
in quest of adventures” (Don Quixote I: 83).

Don Quixote, unlike Hamlet, does not pursue any personal re-
venge; his ambitions are immeasurably higher, and this is what, for
Ivanov, makes Don Quixote immeasurably more versatile, more phil-
osophically and spiritually significant than one of the most famous
Shakespearian characters. He argues:

On 60peTCH C MUPOM Ha XHW3Hb M Ha CMEpPTh, U BMeCTe
OTpHULAET €ro. ‘{apbl BOJILIEOHUKOB OOTAaTH/IU BCIO BCEJIEHHYIO
B OAHY W/IIIO3UIO. Buauane repoﬁ MMpo3peBaeT KOJIAOBCKOe
HaBaXXJEe€HHWE TOJIBKO B OTAEe/IbHBbIX HEeCOOTBETCTBHUAX
HNCKOMOTO H O6peT36MOF0; IIOTOM KOJIbLIO ‘-IapO,ZLeI‘/)ICTBa
CMBIKaeTCsI BOKPYT OL[HHOKOﬁ AyLIN CIUVIOIIHOIO TEMHI/IHeﬁ
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o6MaHa. Mup, y)xe BeCh LIETMKOM, OfIUH TOJBKO 3710 MPU3PaK.
(Ivanov 834)

He fights with the world for life and death and denies it at
the same time. The enchantments of wizards have turned the
whole world into an illusion. Initially, the hero begins to see
magical obsession only in certain inconsistencies between
the desired and the gained, but then the ring closes more and
more around the lonely soul, sorrowing and poisoning her by
deception. And the world, now the entire one, is nothing but
one evil ghost. (my trans)

It is interesting to observe how the highly romantic attitude toward
Cervantes’ hero, experienced by early Russian symbolists like Galina
and Solomin, gradually shifted toward an appreciation of his philo-
sophical significance and spiritual strength. It may not be surprising
though if we recall that Russian intelligentsia had always been look-
ing for the strong spirituality and the total answerability of the liter-
ary character. (This important term was introduced to literary criti-
cism by Mikhail Bakhtin in 1919 when his first scholarly essay “Art and
Answerability” appeared in the journal Mir Iskusstva [“The World
of Arts”]). It does not mean that the romantic attitude toward Don
Quixote completely disappears, but certainly it becomes more mar-
ginal than at the dawn of the twentieth century.

What interests us in particular is analyzing how the “crisis of indi-
vidualism” that Don Quixote supposedly experiences is being viewed,
perceived, and interpreted in Russia during the first decades of the
twentieth century and how the “rebellion against the world” pairs Don
Quixote with a rebellious Greek titan, Prometheus, the first and the
only individualist in world literature before Don Quixote. As Ivanov
states:

ByHT npoTHMB Mwupa, BIEpBble MPOBO3IIAIIEHHBIA 3TUM
HOBbIM [IpomeTeeM TmevyanbHOro 06pasa, HANOXHI CBOU
CTUIMBI HAa MHOTOCTPAJANBHYI0O TeHb repost u3 JlamaHuu.
OTHbIHE Ha 3HAMEHM WHAMBHIyanu3Ma OyJeT HauepTaH
BBI30B OOBEKTUBHON HCTHHE, CBOErO POJA YTBEPKIECHHE
LIEHHOCTH HaC BO3BBINIAIOLIETO OOMaHa, ThMbl HU3KUX UCTHH.
HMMeHHO Kak GbUIO B THOCEOJIOTMH Hwulliie: MCTUHHO TO, 4TO
YCUTUBAET JKU3Hb; BCAKAst pyrast UCTHHA eCThb 10XKb. ([vanov
106)
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The revolt against the world, first proclaimed by this new
Prometheus of the Sad Image, cast its shadow of stigma on the
long-suffering hero of La Mancha. From now on, the banner
of individualism will be inscribed on the challenge to objec-
tive truth, a kind of a statement that claims the value of the
elevating deception, the darkness of low truth. It has been in
the epistemology of Nietzsche: the truth is what enhances life;
every other truth is a lie. (my trans)

While this “crisis of individualism” that Ivanov analyzes in his article
is symptomatic of all great literary characters—Othello, Hamlet, and
King Lear—who suffer from it, Don Quixote instead glorifies this
“crisis.” He, in spite of all the imperfections of this world, loves and glo-
rifies “the darkness of low truth” that nourishes the indestructible soul
of this individualistic Knight-errant. Why then should he care that to-
day’s beauty too often wears the distorted mask of a ghost of greatness?
He deliberately condemns himself to chivalry, to the desperate search
for truth and to endless wandering, and his knight-errantry will always
be free from any fear and any reproach.

Maybe that is why in another article, “Shakespeare and Cervantes,”’
Ivanov notes that “gem-To pagoctHbiM, GoApsAIIKMM U JOOGPBIM BeeT
ot crpanuy, CepBaHTeca, CTPAHML, HE3AMSATHAHHBIX HU 37100010, HU
OCY)XZIeHVeM, HU TOPECTHBIM PasfyMbeM O cMbIcite XusHu (“some-
thing pleasurable, invigorating and good emanates from the pages of
Cervantes, pages that do not convey malice, nor condemnation, nor
sorrowful meditation on the meaning of life”; my trans; Ivanov 108).

The “crisis of individualism” that so heavily and tragically affects
Othello, Hamlet, and King Lear, is, in Cervantes’ book, transformed
into something completely different; it becomes an ode to the tireless
knight. And the Russian critic, despite all the mishaps that happen to
the Hero, refuses to see tragedy in Don Quixote; as he notes:

Jon Kuxor ocraBiser B pgyure uurtaresns 01aroCTHOe
OYHIlleHHEe, BOCHOBE KOTOPOTO IEXHUT Madoc Bepsl U I1yboKoe
4yBCTBOBaHME TIIETBI BCSIKOTO CAMOYMHHOTO Ye/I0Be4YeCKOT0
CTpeMJIeHHs TIepef POCTOIo npaBzoo bora. (Ivanov 108)

Don Quixote leaves in the soul of the reader a unique sense
of happiness, which is based on faith, enthusiasm, and a deep
feeling of the vanity of all arbitrary human endeavors if com-
pared to the simple truth of God. (my trans)
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How can this transformation of the “crisis” be explained? Is Don
Quixote an individualist of a different caliber than Hamlet, King Lear,
and Othello? Why does the novel that is, although not formally, still
a tragedy by its internal nature, leave us with this “unique sense of
happiness,” and not sorrow, like Hamlet? There must be something
that distinguishes this “new Prometheus of the Sad Image” from his
counterparts, and this must be something very significant. To all these
questions, Ivanov gives us one absolutely comprehensive answers; it is
the harmonic equilibrium that possesses the soul of a Spaniard, and
only a Spaniard. He states:

ODTO rapMOHUYECKOE PaBHOBECHE AYIIU e€CTh, HECOMHEHHO,
[JIO, WCMAHCKOM BEPHOCTH KaTOMUYEeCKOM LEPKBH, -
BEPHOCTH, KOTOpass 00e3BpeAuia U CMATYWIa [IyGoKue
MPOTHUBOPEYNsl, PACKPHIBIINECS B CO3HAHUM HOBBIX BPEMEH.
(Ivanov 109)

This harmonious balance of the Spanish soul is, undoubtedly,
the fruit of fidelity to the Catholic Church—loyalty, which de-
fused and softened all deep contradictions disclosed by the
minds of modern times. (my trans)

This equilibrium could, however, easily generate a very superficial and
even narrow-minded attitude toward the world. But the sensitive ear
of Cervantes, the poet, was able to hear and recognize the noise of the
fierce battle—the battle between the rising and awakening New World
and the last medieval Night Shadows. This is how, perhaps, the Russian
critic perceives Cervantes’ novel. And to fight such a battle there must
be a new type of hero who is not blinded by revenge, like Hamlet; who
is not blinded by jealousy, like Othello; and who is not blinded by deep
sorrow, like King Lear. Only such a hero would be able to bring his
mission to the end. Who could it be? What country would give birth
to this hero?

The mystical glow of the Spanish soul has always been so close and
loyal to the Catholic faith, and this soul could not cool down as quickly
as did the souls of other European nations. The melting furnaces of
the Spanish spirit continued to burn in the secluded shelters of the
hermits of spirit, while, outside of their modest dwellings, the unbear-
ably white Spanish day continued to dazzle, and the lonely knight kept
riding his Rocinante and, sweating and squinting in the bright sun,
constantly looked into the horizon. Only this new type of hero who
“did not care to put off any longer the execution of his design, urged
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on to it by the thought of all the world was losing by his delay, seeing
what wrongs he intended to right, grievances to redress, injustices to
repair, abuses to remove, and duties to discharge” (Don Quixote 1:78)
would sally forth “without giving notice of his intention to anyone, and
without anybody seeing him” (Don Quixote I: 78). Ivanov notes,

U BoT nepes HaMu, Kak U nepep, camuM CepBaHTECOM, CTOMT,
mofoGHast 3araske cduHKcA, ¢GUTypa CTPAHCTBYIOLIErO
poiapst. CtouT OHa Kak BeyHass mpobjeMa: KaK MOXeT
6/1aroposiHOe 1 106/IeCTHOE, CBATOE U TUITAMEHHOE, YUCTeHIIast
1060Bb U Bepa, HE CMYTHMasl HUKAKOI0 BUAHUMOCTBIO, BEYHO
paCIIMHATBHCSI BEPXOBHBIM PasyMoM JKM3HH? U KaK JIOAH,
OCMeMBAOLIMEe U NMpe3Hparoliie BBICOKOE M CBSITOE, MOTYT
OKa3bIBaThCsI B COTJIACHH C cyzoM atoro Paszyma? (Ivanov 1)

And here stands, in front of us, as before it was standing before
Cervantes, as a famous riddle of the Sphinx, the figure of the
knight-errant. It stands as an eternal problem: how can the
noble and valiant, the holy and pure, the pure love and faith,
be forever condemned by the Supreme Mind of life? And how
can people that ridicule and despise the high and the holy be
in accordance with that Mind? (my trans)

Where does Ivanov perceive the real greatness of Cervantes? Does he
see it in his ability to solve this riddle? But, does Cervantes ever try to
solve anything? Probably he, like any great artist, prefers to offer us
questions, not necessarily to answer them. So, “how can people that
ridicule and despise the high and the holy be in accordance with that
Mind?”

These are what Ivanov identifies as the amazing qualities of
Cervantes: he can see and describe things as they are, and, for the
ultimate answerability, he is even capable of “orzare Ha mopyranue
IaToHM4YecKoro mo6oBHKa Jynbcunen” (“giving up for public re-
proach the sad platonic lover of Dulcinea”; my trans; Ivanov 108).
He sacrifices his hero, even though his heart is bleeding, to see how
heartless and merciless the outside world is. And so Quixote leaves
this imperfect world the last “individualist”—the only one who truly
cares for others and not himself. As we can see, the “crisis of individu-
alism” is definitely present in Don Quixote, but it is a different kind
of crisis; it is the crisis of a society that is neither ready nor willing to
accept the new hero whose “great time” has not come yet. As Ivanov
argues: “Bennurie CepBaHTeca MOKOWUTCS Ha €ro reHHaIbHOM Y3peHUH
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HMPPALMOHAIBHOTO B “PalMOHANIBHO” YCTPOEHHOM MHpE ero 3moxu.”
(“Cervantes’ greatness rests on his genius of beholding rationally the
irrational, organized, world day consciousness of his era”; my trans;
Ivanov 112).

Another prominent Russian symbolist, Konstantin Balmont,® also
offers us an interesting understanding and extensive re-evaluation of
Cervantes’ literary hero. Contrary to Ivanov, who was interested more
in the new philosophical significance of Cervantes’ work, Balmont fo-
cuses on different aspects of Cervantes’ hero; instead of analyzing Don
Quixote’s philosophical significance in relation to his dramatic coun-
terparts (Hamlet, Othello, and King Lear), Balmont puts Don Quixote
in the historical context of his own country, Spain, and pairs him up
with another great Spanish literary character—Don Juan. Probably no
one before Balmont or after him has ever better contextualized Don
Quixote, and not only connected him with Spain but also pointed out
the internal ligaments that connected Don Quixote to other countries.
Balmont argues:

Besi mncropma Mcemanny 6Obuta CIUTOIIHBIM - G€3yMHBIM U
GecripepbIBHBIM POMaHOM. MHOTrOBEKOBasI Ay3/ib C MaBPaMH,
CO3/jaHME CaMOro  KpPacHBOTO  €BPOINEHCKOro  sI3bIKQ,
COCpefOTOYeHHE TOJ, BJACTHIO OJHOTO KOPOJISI CTOJIBKUX
LIAPCTB, YTO COJIHIIE He 3aXOAWUJIO B €ro BIAJIEHUSIX .
CepBaHTeC, KOTOPBIA B MyCYJIbMaHCKOM IUIEHY HECKOJIBKO
pa3 n3beraer Ka3HU MOOESHOK YapOK CBOEr0 MOPAJIbHO-
KPacCHBOTIO JIMKA U ITUILET CBOI0 6€CCMEePTHYIO KHUTY BTIOpbMe,
[IPUTOTOBJIEHHYIO [/Is1 HEro JOOPBIMM COOTE4YeCTBEHHUKAMHU
. . . Jlonme pme Bera, cuuTarooulyii CBOM JApaMbl U KOMEZHH
ThICSTYaMH, U Kakue Komeguu! Cesarast Tepesa, GeccmepTHO
Bao6GnenHass B Xpucra . . . HemobGegumas Apmapa,
MOTOHYBLIAsI TPEXJIE, YeM el MPHUUUIOCh MOGEeXAATh WIN
ObITH MOOEXJEHHOH . . . M 3TO HeNMpaBonof00HOe MasieHre
[oCjie BCEMHPHO-CMEJIOTO T'OJIOBOKPY)XUTEIBHOTO B3JIETa,
U 3TOT Becesblid peOsiYeCcKUil CMeX, M 3BYK KaCTaHbeT . . . U
BCE 3TO IMOCJIEe TOrO KaK MCTOPHYECKasi posib Ge3BO3BPAaTHO
coirpara. He cTpaHMubl I 3TO M3 KHUIM CKa30kK? § ckazan
- ceirpana? O, Her! Kpome BHEIIHMX MOHApXUH CyLIECTBYIOT
BHyTpeHHHe. M mycTh HUKOrga Gosibliie He MOBTOPUTCS
¢urypa ¢ununma Broporo, HO B mpezenax 1e/10ro 3eMHOT0
MOJyLIapHsi TOBOPST U OyAyT roBoputh mo- ucrmanworld’s
greatCcK, W Mbl, €BPOMeHLbl, He MOXeM IPOXHUTb U
HEeCKOJIBKMX 4acoB 4TOGbI He cka3zarh - Jlon Kuxor u [lon
Xyan. (Balmont 34)
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The whole history of Spain has been a continuous and unin-
terrupted novel. The centuries-long duel with the Moors, the
creation of the most beautiful European language, the con-
centration under one crown of all those kingdoms, where the
sun never set. Cervantes, who was a Muslim prisoner several
times, avoided the capital penalty due to his beautiful moral

. and wrote his immortal book in prison, prepared for
him by his good fellow citizens. Lope de Vega, counting his
dramas and comedies by the thousands, and what comedies!
Saint Teresa, forever and immortally in love with Christ. The
Invincible Armada, drowning before it was able to win or be
defeated. And the improbable and dizzy fall of the empire
after its meteoric rise. And this merry and childish laughter
and the sound of castanets. And all this after the historic role
is played forever. Isn't it a page from a book of fairy tales? Did
[ say—played? Oh no! There are internal, external monarchies
as well. And although there may never be repeated the figure
of Philip II, within the whole terrestrial hemisphere they speak
and will always speak Spanish, and we Europeans cannot live a
few hours and not say Don Quixote and Don Juan. (my trans)

As we remember, romanticism is what characterized the entire group
of the Russian Silver Age poets, and their complete admiration of Don
Quixote as a New Hero, a Messiah, changed, for many years, the per-
ception of Cervantes’ hero in Russia in the early twentieth century.
Romanticism was in the air, and the ghost of freedom, after all those
terrible years, started to loom again. That ghost awakened Russian in-
telligentsia, who again started to believe that there was a better world
and started to look around, and here He was, a real Hero, Don Quixote
de la Mancha, the Spaniard.

It is interesting how unquestionably Balmont connected Spain not
only to Russia but to other countries as well. For him, a hero like Don
Quixote can never be disconnected from the world, neither by space
nor by time; he is timeless, and he is spaceless, so to speak, and, being
as such, he leads and connects other literary characters in one invisible
chain—the Knight-errantry. Balmont argues that,

EcTp MupoBast mepexyiiika OT CTpaHbI K cTpade . . . CTpaHa
K CTpaHe MOCBhUIA€T B BEKaX BECTHHMKA, YTOOBI CTPAHbI He
OoJUYald B CBOeH OTbeAUHEHHOCTH; IIOCBUIAeT TaKOTO
r/1alaTasi, KOPOThIM FOBOPUT PaBHO yOeANUTEIbHO U CBOUM,
U BceM 4yXuM. ['eksamerpnl ['omepa He moloT 1u A0 CuX
[Op 1 B COBpeMeHHO# Juiasie, U B 6Grnegnoit Hopsernu, u B
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yueHno# ['epmannm. U He ynTaer mu «/Jon Kuxora» u pycckui
LIKWIBHUK, W CyJOMOWKa B ApreHTUHe, U HaJMEeHHBIH
QHIJIMYaHWH, U MajJio0 YTO YUTAIIIWKA >kxuTenb Vcmanwm!
(Balmont 334)

There is a global connection from country to country. From
country to country, a messenger is sent through the centuries
so that other countries do not get alienated in their disunion;
each countrysendsa herald that can talk equally well to hisown
people and to all strangers. The hexameter of Homer is being
sung nowadays in the modern Hellas, and it is sung in pale
Norway and in scholarly and educated Germany. And doesn’t
any Russian schoolboy, and the kitchen girl in Argentina, and
the haughty Englishman, and also the little reading resident of
Spain still read “Don Quixote”? (my trans)

As I have been trying to show, the most romantic age in the history
of Russian poetry—the Silver Age—fully re-interpreted Don Quixote;
from a Knight of the Doleful Countenance, Cervantes’ hero became
the greatest and the noblest literary figure as well as the most romantic
one. Thus, in the enchanted kingdom of Romanticism, the exclusive
love of all romantic poets for four major literary figures—Prometheus,
Faustus, Don Quixote, and Don Juan—became nothing less than a log-
ical inevitability. These four eternal characters have been and always
will be irresistible to the heart of any romantic, whether he is a poet
or not. Prometheus will always symbolize a broken barrier between
Heaven and Earth, between Knowledge and Ignorance. Faustus will
always mesmerize us with his boundless thirst for Knowledge that is
inaccessible to Man. Don Juan will die again and again for his bound-
less passion for Love. But Don Quixote will always be the eternal
Troubadour of the platonic Dulcinea, the Knight of the Dream, struck
by his endless and unachievable quest for universal happiness. As
Balmont observes,

Topyecrsyrowas [Ipupoza u npobyxgernast /IM4HOCTS - BOT
Te J1Ba CBeTWIbHUKA, ropopsiure o HoBom Bpemenu u Hosom
Yenoseke...l ToT yxe orons ropen B CepBaHTece, KOIla OH
Hanucan «Jon Kuxora», KHUTY, KOTOPyI0 YUTamu U OyAyT
YUTaTh GOJIBIIE BCETo Ha 3eMHOM mmape. (Balmont 473)
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The triumphant Nature and the Awakened personality—these
are the two candlesticks that speak about the New Time and
the New Man. And the same torch was leading Cervantes
when he wrote “Don Quixote,” the book that people have read
and will continue to read the most. (my trans)

Notes
1. Nikolai Berdyaev (1874-1948) was one of the most prominent Russian politi-
cal and religious philosophers of the twentieth century.

2. Starting in 1929, the political situation in Communist Russia began to
change rapidly. Stalin, who gained absolute and uncontrolled power, initiated
a preliminary purge among the “Old Bolsheviks” who were still supportive of
Lenin’s ideas. Freedom of expression was becoming an inexcusable luxury,
more often dangerous than not. My next article will deal with the perception
and interpretation of Don Quixote in the 30-50s, up until Stalin’s death in 1953.

3. Galina is a literary nickname of the poetess Glafira Einerling (1870-1942),
who was writing in the traditional style of the late nineteenth century.

4. Bronze Horseman is the famous statue of Peter the Great erected in Saint
Petersburg by Catherine the Great in 1782.

5. Vyacheslav Ivanov (1866-1949) was one of the most prominent of the Russian
symbolist poets, literary critics, and philosophers.

6. The Hero of Our Time is a novel written by Mikhail Lermontov in 1840 that
started the tradition of the Russian psychological novel. It is also considered to
be the pinnacle of Lermontov’s prose and one of the most influential Russian
novels of the first half of the nineteenth century.

7. Weltanschauung is a concept, fundamental for German philosophy and epis-
temology, that refers to a wide-world perception.

8. He is second after Hamlet who, as we know today, appeared between 1599
and 1602.

9. Konstantin Balmont (1867-1942) was a Russian symbolist poet, literary critic,
and translator. Due to his immigration from Soviet Russia, his name was for-
gotten for many years and his translations, often excellent, were not published.
Only at the end of the 1980s did his name regain popularity and love among a
new generation of Russians.
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