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Don Quixote in Russia i the 1920s-1930s:
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 early twentieth
century and how this perception changed over time. In this new article,
which will be the third in a sequence of five, 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 being skeptical to complete admiration and even glorification of
the hero. Don Quixote was increasingly compared with Prometheus,
the most powerful and most romanticized personage of Greek meth-
odology. Indeed, “ . . Ha4yaB TOMOpHCTHYECKHIT POMaH, OCMENBAIOLIHE
yBJIeueHHe COBPEMEHHUKOB PBILIAPCKUMHU MTOXOXKAeHusiMu, CepBaHTeC
Y He [yMaJI, 4TO MOTEIIHBIN PhILAph MeYajibHOro 00pasa MmoCcTerneHHo
BBIPACTET B TMTAHTCKYI0 purypy crpagansua-uaeanucta’ (. .. when
starting a humorous novel satirizing contemporary fascination with
knightly adventures, Cervantes could not have guessed that the amus-
ing Knight of the Sad Countenance would gradually grow into a great
figure of the suffering idealist”; my trans; Solomin g1). The situation
changed, though, and changed rapidly, during the 1920s to the 1930s.
This decade was marked by a fascination with new forms, ideas, move-
ments, and experimentations. The country finally overcame devasta-
tion and hunger, class battles were finally behind it, and the Russian
intelligentsia readily stepped forward to help the country revive the
cultural life that had been almost entirely lost since 1917.

Obviously, the new type of hero was coming to the forefront of the
cultural discourse: the practitioner who, without fear, would be ready
to sacrifice his life for the common good. And if such a hero could
not be created in haste, he could easily be found in the classics. Don
Quixote was chosen to become a symbol of the new Soviet man.

Let me start with the theatre. Nikolay Evreinov' immediately doubt-
ed that Cervantes’s only contribution was to make us laugh at the chi-
valric romances, romances that for the majority of us were unknown in
the twentieth century. Obviously, Evreinov was thinking as a practitio-
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ner, a theatre practitioner who, before everything, was imagining the
stage and the spectators looking at it. For him all of these literary equi-
voques, quibbles, and quirks had nothing to do with the new image
of a hero who was supposed to behave like a real hero while he was on
stage for a couple of hours. As noted, “Heyxenu 3acnyra CepsanTeca
TOJIBKO M ObUIa B CMepPTEeJIbHOM yJape IO PbILIAPCKUM pOMaHam?
O, 3Tu KIaccuveckre OOBSICHEHHS] KIACCHUYECKUX MPOU3BefeHHN!
Hackonbko mpas Obun eifHe, cKasaB, 4TO IepO TeHHs BbILIE €ro
CaMoOro, TaK KaK 3axBaTbhlBaeT ropasfo OoJibllie ero Ciay4yaiHbIX
Hamepenunit” (“Was the merit of Cervantes only a fatal blow to the
knightly novels? Oh, these “classic” explanations of classical works!
How right was Heine,* in saying that the pen of a genius is higher than
the author, since it captures much more than his random intentions”;
my trans; Evreinov 163). How important it became now for any theat-
rical director to find in a literary artifact more than it really meant to
convey. He had to learn to read between lines, listen to the whisper of
ideas that were born from the narration itself. All of this would become
indispensable when the silent script all of a sudden acquired its life
through numerous actors. Imagine now two of our protagonists on
stage having the following dialogue:

“When thou came close to her didst thou not perceive a
Sabaean odor, an aromatic fragrance, a, I know not what, deli-
cious, that I cannot find a name for; I mean a redolence, an
exhalation, as if thou wert in the shop of some dainty glover?”

“All I can say is,” said Sancho, “that I did perceive a little odor,
something goaty; it must have been that she was all in a sweat
with hard work.”

“It could not be that,” said Don Quixote, “but thou must
have been suffering from cold in the head or must have smelt
thyself; for I know well what would be the scent of that rose
among thorns, that lily of the field, that dissolved amber.

“Maybe so,” replied Sancho; “there often comes from myself
that same odor which then seemed to me to come from her
grace the lady Dulcinea; but that’s no wonder, for one devil is
like another.” (Don Quixote I: 282)

I will ask you, my reader: Which do you like more: the nose of Don
Quixote or the nose of Sancho Panza? Would you like to smell in the
way Don Quixote does or in the way Sancho does? Would you like to
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see in Aldonsa the beautiful Dulcinea de Toboso, or, in your opinion,
let Aldonsa remain Aldonsa forever?

You can think on this and answer to yourself later, but what was
important for Evreinov was how to convince the six hundred specta-
tors who came to see the performance that the nose of Don Quixote
is infinitely better. It is a very practical question, and for Evreinov the
answer was obvious, but the audience members were still in the dark.
They needed to be “enlightened.”

It is remarkable that the 1920s to the 1930s, the period that, within
reason, could be called the most productive in the Soviet era, can also
be compared with the cultural revolution, or cultural Renaissance, so
to speak. And as every revolution likes to distribute roles to anyone and
anything, the book of Cervantes was assigned a very special role in the
process: to become an apology for donkishotsva (the way Don Quixote
lives and acts). The hero now was supposed to show everyone that his
spiritual strength originated from the fact that he became mad for no
reason! This notion—for no reason! —was, for the epoch of the 1920s,
a cornerstone of the new philosophical stance, and the theatre would
disseminate this philosophy better than anything else.3

These ideas—to become mad for no reason and to go save the
world—encompassed for Evreinov the main pathos of Cervantes’s
book. For him, as a theatrical director, to overlook this message in the
immortal novel meant to overlook the whole point of donkichotsva, its
raison detre,* as well as the possible justification for the sound mind
of the hero, whom Cervantes, for the sake of pleasing weak minds, so
often and persistently called half-witted that we stopped believing him
and understanding his irony. “Bripodem - He/1b3s1 HAYYUTBHCSI TOHUMATD
Jlon Kuxora, - ero MO)XXHO TOJIBKO TIOYyBCTBOBaTh. Hestb3st ypazymeTs
MeHUs] PaliCKOM NTHILBI, He OyAy4d MO MPHUPOJE CBOEHl HEMHOXKO
paiickoit mruueit. M Heb3st ypadymers, a TeM Gosee noao6uTs JloH
Kuxora, ecnmn B gyue He sxuBeT cBoil coGcrBenHbiil Jon Kuxotr”
(“However, you cannot learn to understand Don Quixote; you can only
feel it. You cannot understand the singing of the bird of paradise if you
are not, by nature, a little bird of paradise. And you cannot understand,
let alone love, Don Quixote, if your own Don Quixote does not live in
your soul” my trans; Evreinov 165).

It is hard not to notice that the eye of the theatre practitioner is
different from ours, the ordinary reader or spectator. For us “seeing is
believing,” as we often say. We believe what we see without question-
ing the validity of what is presented to us. But for the stage director,
it is much more complex; he has to feel the hero as clearly as he feels
himself. He has to become a bird of paradise to be able to reproduce
its song for his spectators; inevitably he has to fall in love with his
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hero—or no one will believe him. And for the theatre practitioner,
this is the essence of everything. Evreinov argues that “/lon Kuxor
6eccmeprer. [lo CepBaHTeca OH Y)Ke CyIIECTBOBAJ THICSUYEIETHS,
TOJIBKO He Ha3BaHHBIM M He ONMMCaHHbBIA. M Thics4eneTus elie OH
6ygzer cyuectBoBaTh. Jlon Kuxor 6eccmepTeH. D10 BBI, 3TO 51, 3TO OH.
MoskeT GBITh Ja)Ke «OHM», XOTsI OHH B 3TOM HHMKOI'ZIA HE CO3HAIOTCST
(“Don Quixote is immortal. Prior to Cervantes, he already existed for
millennia, only not named and not described. And he will exist for mil-
lennia. Because Don Quixote is immortal. He is you, he is me, he is
him. Maybe he is even “they,” although “they” will never admit it”; my
trans; Evreinov 166). In this universality of the hero, Evreinov sees the
practical side of Don Quixote; no matter when you decide to revive
him, he will always be needed. Because all of us would like to think that
we have, at least, some traits of this immortal knight from La Mancha.
And we all in the bottom of our hearts want to believe it, although we
would never admit it out loud.

Now I would like to turn our attention to Konstantin Lipskerov,’
the poet and the painter, to see how different his perception of Don
Quixote was from that of Evreinov, the theatre practitioner and the-
orist. Lipskerov, a talented and refined poet, who is, unfortunately,
almost forgotten today, wrote a wonderful sonnet following the clas-
sical tradition of a continental French style sonnet. As Lipskerov has
never been translated into English, I will supply the translation of this
marvelous piece here:

W 3amKoOM OH He cyel, KaK HeKOrZia, KOpuMy,
U 61u3usicst OH K Hell B CBOUX MPOGUTHIX JIaTax.
Kam3os 3e/teHblit 6bL1 Ha phILIAPE B 3aIUIaTax;
[Toxopen PocuHaHT GBI BEUHOMY SIPMY.

UM Canuo BHOBBb ponTas: “COKpOBHUIL HEITOYATHIX
B cxuraHusx uity HanpacHo. He nmoiimy:

3a BaMU Ha ocJie IIeTYCh 5 IoueMy?

51 B GeiHOM [JOMe KT CTIOKOMHee GOraThIX.

3ap030BEJ'I 3aKaT Ha/Jl CM3bIMH XO/IMaMM.
HOLLHHB KOIIb€ CBO€, YIIOPHBIMH OYaMN
HpOHI/IBI:IBaH AaJib, TNAATBI'O KPOTKO THUX.

Tam posbl ceinazna IIpexpacHas ¢ 1agoHy,

U temu posamu ero ropenu 6poHH,
U Ta3 yupronbHUKa cBepKa Kak HUMG cBsThix. (Lipskerov 95)
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This time the castle he did not consider as a tavern,
He was approaching her in armors badly punched.
His camisole was green, and full of patches;

And timid Rosinant continued in his yoke.

And Sancho again murmured: “The untouched treasures
I search in vain, just wander with no aim. I do not under-
stand: why do I follow you, my Lord?

before I lived as poor but happier than rich.”

The sun had risen over the gray hills.
And, raising spear, with persistent eyes,
hidalgo was piercing the distance.

The roses was pouring from the palm of her hand,

And by those roses his armor got burned,

And the barber’s basin gleamed like the halo of a saint. (my
trans)

What do we hear in this penetrating poetry? The knight does not
confuse the castle with a tavern anymore, and he is approaching his
Dulcinea “in armors badly punched” to tell her stories about the ex-
ploits he performed for her. And in the meantime, as usual, the practi-
cal Sancho is scolding his master for his useless bravery and himself for
his devotion to this insane knight. But, nonetheless, the sun “had risen
over the grey hills,” and “the Beautiful” poured the roses from her palm
for those who never gave up but remained faithful to their dreams.

What a romantic—and not practicall—interpretation of this glo-
rious story! Do we smile at the hero? Not at all, but we do grin over
Sancho, and his soberness does not look attractive to us. We see that
the poet’s perception of the same hero is quite different from the per-
ception of the theatre practitioner, Evreinov.

Another person who left us a very interesting interpretation of Don
Quixote is Yuly Aykhendald® who was quite an original literary critic.
His interpretation of Cervantes’s hero shows us the sharp transforma-
tion that the image of Don Quixote experienced from the 1920s to the
1930s. It is not surprising, given the dramatic changes that Russia was
experiencing during that time. The October revolution that was antici-
pated and greeted by many, even by the intelligentsia who were always
suspicious of loud slogans and sky-high promises, turned out to be the
bloodiest monster that destroyed the old but still functionable tsarist
mechanism of governance. It gave nothing in return, and the typhus,
starvation, and terror that followed the revolution killed or drove away
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almost ten million citizens. In less than two years the country was de-
stroyed altogether, but in the beginning of the 1920s, the sun shined
again. The cultural life immediately started to revive, and by the mid
1920s reached its apogee, and the devastated souls were again looking
for a hero who would fill them with hope—the immortal Don Quixote.
As Aykhenvald rightfully noticed:

CepBaHTeC XOTe/n OJHOrO, a /JOCTHT [pPYyroro; 3agymai
HebOJIbLIIOE, A OCYLeCTBUA Benukoe. Kak u  ero
coouetecTBeHHUK Korym6 nckan MiHANIO, 2 OTKpbLUT AMEpHKY,
tak 1 CepBaHTeC HAIMCA/l CATHPY HAa CIOKET BPeMEeHH, HO
yray6uI, 0606LIMI M BO3BE/I 3Ty CATUPY B CTENEHb BEYHOM
Kareropuu ayxa. Amepuxa Gosbire, dem wuzesi Komym6a;
TBOpeHre CepBaHTeca 3HAYUTE/IbHEE CBOErO TBOPIA. (116)

Cervantes wanted one but achieved another; he conceived a
small but accomplished a great. Like his other countryman,
Columbus, who sought for India but discovered America, so
did Cervantes; he wrote a satire on his time, but he deepened
and generalized it so much and eventually raised this satire to
the power of the eternal category. America was more than the
idea of Columbus; the creation of Cervantes also grew beyond
its creator. (my trans)

I cannot agree entirely with Aykhenvald, and I would like to suggest
a slightly different scenario; perhaps, the madness of Don Quixote
was just a mask for Cervantes, a convenient way for him to be creative.
Perhaps not just Aldonsa/Dulcinea but the entire universe turned out
to be in the power of evil wizards. Perhaps they deliberately distorted
the true image of everything that we know, love, and value. The poetry
was replaced by prose; the beautiful Dulcinea by Aldonsa who smelled
like a goat because she worked in the field; the castle by a dirty tavern;
the giants by the windmills; the serious by the ridiculous; and the
high by the low. And we now need someone with a pure soul and high
ideals who can restore the true face of our universe. The literary critic
is right—the hero is needed to restore the true image of things; there
is work for him to do.

Let’s move on and look at poetry again. The next poet we will focus
on is quite unusual: Larisa Reisner,” the woman-politician, the woman-
diplomat, and a writer with original talent. She left minimal poetry
behind her, not even enough to make a little book, and here I would
like to offer you one of her poems dedicated to . . . Don Quixote! What
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follows is the “Pallas Athena of the Revolution,” dedicated to the hum-
blest of all knights:

Ha nepenyrannsix oseli,

Ha nmopocsT B HaBO3HOM Kyue
Bce monmyanuBee u Kpyde
B3wupaer HemourHbIi Goelr,

U BmecTO X0XOTa U IUTyTHeH
[Mupyromux TpaKTUPHBIX CIYT
PoxouyT B yecTs ero sacayr
HecymecTsyromue q0THU.

Teuer nryHa, KaK cBeXHii Me[,
Kak 3010T10, 6r1ectut comoma,
Ho Bce pacryiias ncroma
Ero gyum He o6oiimer.

- Heymuparomas Posa,
W3ru6om npsiHoro crebis,
Kakoii 11BeToK 3aT™MHUT TeOs1,
O, dynbcunest us To6oco!

Ha noxxe kameHHBIX OpOr

Or Kapuca go Caparocst
Jlerku, o6BeTpeHbI U 60CHI
IMogonBeI c/1alOCTHERIIUX HOT!

C>KUMast CKUTETP Wb CEPII,

My>kr4Ka Uu KopoJieBa

Tsl - mpapoaurensHuna Esa,

B Exeme TBO#t cTapunHblii rep6. (Reisner 62)

On frightened sheep,

On pigs in manure heap
More silent and concerned
Now looks the feeble fighter.

Ignoring the laughter of the rascals
Ignoring servants having a feast,
He only hears how in his honor
Sing the non-existent lutes.
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The moon is flowing like honey,
The straws shine like golden creek,
But ever growing languor

Will not defeat his anxious soul.

“Oh, Rose that will never die,

There is no other stem, there is no other
Flower that will eclipse you,

Oh, my Dulcinea from Toboso!

And while you walk on tough roads
From Cadiz to Zaragoza

Light, weather-beaten, barefoot,
And hurt the soles of your legs!

But squeezing scepter or sickle,

You are the peasant, or the queen,

You are the Eve, and old Eden

Still has your old coat of arms.” (my trans)

Here, in this poetry, Don Quixote is again being transformed into a
hero who is fully conscious of himself, who knows perfectly well that he
has dealt only with the manure of sheep and pigs, and who feels tired
of doing that. He looks now where “the moon is flowing like honey,”
and “the straws shine like golden creek,” and this is where he hopes to
see his incomparable Dulcinea, his “rose that will never die.” He is not
practical, like always, and it does not matter to him if she is a peasant or
aqueen. He knows only one thing: everything starts from her, like from
Eve, and only in Eden will he be able to find the real coat of arms that
has been lost, or hidden, like the Holy Grail, while earthly things have
been damaged or distorted by the power of evil wizards.

But what a beautiful image of Don Quixote this twenty-one year old
romantic poet makes, though, at that moment, she did not know that
soon she would become the “Pallas Athena of the Revolution,” whose
fire would burn her to ashes.

Valery Bryusov,® one of the most notable figures of the Symbolist
movement and a poet as well, expressed his perception of Don Quixote
and did it in the most practical terms, closing his views with those of
Evreinov and Aykhenvald. He noted:

q)I/IKLLI/IF[, BbIMbICETIXYAOXXHUKA, CTAHOBHUTCA ,Hef[CTBHTenI:HOCTbIO y
BXOZs1 B CO3HaHHE quTaTenef/’I, 3pHTeHeﬁ, CJ'IYI.HaTeJ'Ieﬁ.
,Z[OH Kuxor oxasan peasbHOE BJ/IMSIHHUE HaA JKM3Hb, OJHHX
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yBJIeKasi 6JIarOpOZICBOM CBOero obpasa, APyrux ocreperasi OT
KapUKAaTyPHOCTH CBOMX MOABUIOB. [Ipoiifs depe3 cosHaHHe
MWUIMOHOB, [lon Kuxor peanen He MmeHee, yem Hamoseon.
[ToaTomy mpaBbl ycepAHblE THABI, MOKa3bIBasi TypHCTaM Ha
octpose W Temuuty, rae 6601 3axstodeH rpad Monre-Kprcro.

(3:422)

The fiction invented by the artist becomes a reality, entering
the minds of readers, viewers, and listeners. Don Quixote had
a real impact on life, captivating some with the nobility of his
image, and guarding others against the caricature of his ex-
ploits. Having passed through the consciousness of millions,
Don Quixote is as real as Napoleon. Therefore, the zealous
guides are right when they show the tourists in the Chateau
d’If the dungeon where the Count of Monte Cristo was impris-
oned.® (my trans)

In fact, this is one of my favorite ideas: if a literary image successfully
passes through the consciousness of millions, it becomes recognizable
as if it were a real person. Don’t you think you would recognize Don
Quixote the moment you saw him riding on a horse down the road?
Or, would you recognize Sherlock Holmes with his pipe, wide rain-
coat, and a checkered cap with a visor? Or, Monte Cristo with his pale
face, black straight long hair, and black clothing? I bet you know them
better than you know your neighbor!

Bryusov had many reasons to believe that Don Quixote had made a
real impact on our lives when he divided us into two groups: Romantics
who would become inspired by his example and Pragmatists who
would always be afraid of being caricatured. It is true then: if an image
passes through the consciousness of millions, it always becomes prac-
tical; in other words, it can be used at times—alas!—even to satisfy
political ambitions.

Anatoly Lunacharsky,” the omnipotent people’s commissar
(BcecunbHbIi HapKoM) as he often was called, who in his influence in cul-
tural affairs was comparable to Leon Trotsky" in military affairs, quick-
ly understood that the new revolutionary consciousness badly needed
its own idols and icons. He wrote a notable article that glorified Don
Quixote but from the standpoint of his practical necessity for Soviet
society. Although I detest most of the crazy ideas of the Bolsheviks,
I would like to offer my readers an opportunity to read parts of
Lunacharsky’s lecture that he gave at Sverdlov Communist University:

CepBaHTeC caM XOpPOLIEHBKO He 3HaJl, KAK OTHOCUTHCS K JloH
Kuxory. [...] Mup cunen, a Jou Kuxur c1a6. Bor aTo u renaer
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€ro KOMUYHBIM. [. . .| ABTOP FOBOPHT: Ia, TIPaB/a, >XU3Hb CEPA,
IeHCTBUTENFHOCTh TOGeArIa POMAHTHKY, MoOequIa uaea-
u3M. [...] A KaK MOXKHO PaspeliuTh STOT BOMPOC 00 uzeane u
JericrBUTenbHOCTH? OH MOXKET Pa3pelnThCs TOJIBKO Terneps!
TonpKO MBI, KOMMYHHCTBI, HAXOAUMCSI B TAKOM TIOJIOXK€HUH,
KOT/Jla caMble BBICOKHE H/leasIbl YeI0BedeCTBA CTAHOBATCS He
ITOHKHUXOTCTBOM, A A€HUCTBUTETbHOCTBIO, M Ta)Ke CTAHOBSITCS
yuenueM. [. . .] Dtor poman CepBaHTeca eCTh ameIAUSA K
Oyayuiemy. M m3 3TOro pomMaHa 4esOBEK B3bIBAET: CIIACHTE
MeHs, naiiTe MHe CBOGODI, si B 3TOM MHUPe 3a/bIXaloch. |[. . .|
Ho mpoiigyT eme coTHU /1eT, TOKa HAYHET OCYLIECTBISITHCS
conmanuaM. M Korma conpanav3M HAvyHET OCYyLeCTBIISTHCS,
Jon KnxoTsl HaliyT mprMeHeHue /ISl CBOeTro TepoOnyYecKoro
poMaHTHU3Ma B paboTe [1JIst Hallleil peBOJIIOLMH, M OHU CTAHYT
He (aHTACTUYECKMMU PHILAPSIMH, d HACTOSLIMMH IPAKTH-
Kamu. [. . .] Mbl umeem Takoe Bpems, korga Jlon Kuxotsr u
Canyvo [TaHCHI ABAAIOTCSA OYeHbB KejlaTe/lbHBIMUA THUIIAMHA U
JeNaroTCs TIOATUHHBIMU Gopramu 3a Gyayuee. (175-178)

Cervantes himself did not really know how to relate to Don
Quixote. [. . .] The world is strong, and Don Quixote is weak.
That is what makes him comical. [. . .] The author says: yes,
it’s true; life is constant suffering, and reality already won over
romance and defeated idealism. [. . .] How can this question
about the ideal and reality be resolved? It can only be resolved
now! Only we, the Communists, are in a position where the
highest ideals of humanity are not becoming quixotic any-
more; they are reality, and maybe they are even philosophy.
[. . .] This novel of Cervantes is an appeal to the future. And
from this novel a man cries: save me, give me freedom, [ am
suffocating in this world! [. . .] But hundreds of years will have
to pass before socialism will be realized. But when socialism is
realized, all Don Quixotes will find application for their heroic
romanticism while they work for our revolution, and they will
no longer be useless knights but real practitioners.

[...] We live in times when Don Quixotes and Sanchos are very
desirable individuals as they will become true fighters for the
future. (my trans)

I am sure you experience the same feeling as I do when you read these
words; perhaps, you feel upset to see how the idea of Don Quixote can be
distorted when it gets into the hands of a fanatic, but we have to admit
that Communists knew how to prove the point, no matter how absurd
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it was. What they also knew very well is that inexperienced minds are
naive and very receptive to whatever nonsense you tell them. So, why
would they not believe that Cervantes never had a clear understand-
ing of his own hero? And since he did not, continued Lunacharsky,
Communists will help him; they will explain to the masses what Don
Quixote was all about, and what kind of idea Cervantes really wanted
to convey.

To prove his point, Lunacharsky took the easiest way; he put words
in the mouth of Cervantes: “life is constant suffering, and reality al-
ready won over romance and defeated idealism.” Well, Cervantes is
long dead already, so he cannot charge Lunacharsky for slandering. But
we can! Because we can read the book over and over again, but we will
never find such words in Don Quixote: the realist Cervantes was always
showing life as it really is—sometimes beautiful, sometimes ugly—but
nowhere did he write that this life is not worth living.

Lunacharsky, like any other skillful demagogue, does not try to
prove any of his arguments; he knows that they would not withstand
the scrutiny, so he moves forward quickly to his favorite theme—the
advantages of communism over any other bourgeois ideology. “Only
we, the Communists, are in a position where the highest ideals of hu-
manity are not becoming quixotic anymore” (my emphasis). We who
grew up in the USSR have heard these words so many times before:
first from Vladimir Lenin, who promised the peasants the moon and
then took away their passports to hamper their mobility; from Trotsky,
who after each speech gave an expensive watch to the nearest standing
soldier (but no one knew that he carried hundreds of these previously
expropriated watches for such occasions to show people his notorious
“generosity”) and then shot all those who dared to retreat from the
battlefield.

To hear the same words from Lunacharsky who, like Russian
Goebbels,* was responsible for making classic literature fit the
Communist ideology, is not only natural—it is expected. But his
shamelessness while he argued the practical meaning of Don Quixote
for the Russian revolution is breathtaking: “when socialism is real-
ized, then all Don Quixotes [pay attention to how he puts the names in
plural form!] will find application for their heroic romanticism while
they work for our revolution.”

We know that this is what Communists always wanted to instill in
the heads of all naive Soviet citizens: if you are ready and willing to
work for the revolution (read: the communist ideology, communist
ideals, goals, whatever) then you are a hero, and we will find the proper
place for you in society. But if you are not . . .
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Thus, this seemingly innocent speech by Lunacharsky certainly had
a very far-reaching practical goal: to give young minds an unmistak-
ably iconic figure from classic world literature, Don Quixote, and pres-
ent this figure in such a way that it would inspire these minds to serve
communism!

This approach, no matter how absurd it may seem today, lasted for
almost fifty years and, as a result, made two or even three generations
of Russian children detest classic literature and classic literary heroes.
As often happens, they wanted to throw out the water but splashed out
the child with it. Instead of expressing adoration, the younger genera-
tion was mocking the heroes and their ideals; instead of worshiping
and imitating their deeds, they were making a caricature of them.

Luckily, even during the darkest times of communism, there were
other critics who, in total opposition to the “general guidelines,” did
not lose their integrity, did not allow themselves to be fooled by com-
munist propaganda, and continued to read the book differently. They
sometimes risked their academic positions and economic well-being
as they continued to teach their students to see the forest through
the trees and to make a clear distinction between the “official view”
on classic literature and what they might really see and discover in it.
One of those critics was Mikhail Gershenzon,> a prominent thinker
and historian of Russian culture, who left us a diametrically opposed
impression about our favorite literary hero—Don Quixote. He wrote:

O6pa3 Jlon KuxoTa BelpakaeT Ge33aBETHYIO BEPY B HEYTO
BEYHOE U He3bI6IEMOEe, KOTOPOE HAXOAUTCS BHE Ye0BeKa U
TpebyeT oT Hero cayxkeHus v xepts. OH Bech - MPeJAHHOCTh
CBOEMY UZeay, eMy KU3Hb MPeCTaB/ISIeTCs JIULIb CPECBOM
K ocyuiectBiaenuto uneana. [. . .| OH He pacCYUTHIBAET, He
B3BELIUBAET MOC/IEACTBHIA, TO €CTh BEPOSITHOM MOJIb3bI CBOETO
C/TY)KEHUST; €r0 PElIMMOCTA HUYTO He CJIOMWT, U HeyJadu
He WCIYTalT ero, u60 OH 3HAeT CaMoe TIAaBHOE - 3aYeM OH
YKUBET Ha 3emte. (78)

The image of Don Quixote expresses a whole-hearted faith in
something eternal and unshakable that is located outside of
man and requires from him service and sacrifice. He is all—
the devotion to his ideal; his life helps him realize the ideal.
[. . .] He does not calculate, does not weigh the consequences
nor the probable benefits of his ministry; his determination
will not be broken, and failure will not frighten him for he
knows the most important thing—he knows why he lives on
this Earth. (my trans)
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Perhaps for the first time during this practical decade, the 1920s to the
1930s, a decade that totally transformed and, in my opinion, deformed
the perception of Don Quixote, we hear a voice of reason that tries
to re-emphasize the essence of this literary image—strength, wisdom,
beauty, and the happiness of having an integral spirit and unyielding
will. Classic literature, insisted Gershenzon, long ago, starting from
Turgenev,* already expressed this view through many outstanding lit-
erary characters. As he notes:

Bor Tema «Hakanyne». TypreHeB cTaBUT BOIIpOC: Hzean
4ye/s0BeKa-ObITh 4enmoBekoM-nTuued, Jou Kuxorom, a
COBpEeMEHHBIH 4e/IoBeK cerofHs - 3To [amier; mpu Kakux-
Xe ycioBusX 4yesnoBek cTaHoBuTcs JJon Kuxorom? Ha sTom
Bonpoc TypreneB orBerma oOpasamu HHcapoBa u EsneHsl.
WHcapos - Jlon Kuxor poguss, a Enena - Jon Kuxot n1068u.

(85)

That is the topic of On the Eve."® Turgenev raises the question:
the ideal of man is to be a man-bird that is Don Quixote, but
today’s man is Hamlet; under what conditions does a person
become Don Quixote? To this question, Turgenev responded
with images of Insarov and Elena. Insarov, the Don Quixote of
the homeland, and Elena, the Don Quixote of love. (my trans)

The Love and the Deed are the only lights that “will shine in the dark-
ness” (“Solntse nad mgloyu” 99), believed Gershnzon, “the candle in
the night” (99) that will never die.

On this optimistic note, I would like to finish my analysis of the
perception and interpretation of Don Quixote in Russia from the 1920s
to the 1930s, the decade that was, perhaps, one of the most artistically
intense and innovative during the entire Communist era in Russia. It
was a time when hopes were high, when people still believed that the
most terrible times were already behind them, and no one knew that
the darkest time was just about to begin. And Don Quixote will be re-
interpreted and re-accentuated again.
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Notes

1. Nikolay Evreinov (1879-1953) was a prominent Russian dramatist and the-
atre theorist. Although many of his views and theories are very controversial,
Evreinov, together with Stanislavsky, Reinhardt, and Brecht, will always be re-
membered as one who forever reformed the theatre of the twentieth century.
In 1925 he left the USSR and lived in France until his death.

2. Heinrich Heine (1797-1856) was a remarkable German poet who, despite the
commonly accepted belief that the German language is not good for lyrics,
proved by his beautiful poetry that it is. His lyrics inspired many famous com-
posers, including Shuman, Shubert, Brahms, and Tchaikovsky.

3. Cinematography was just gaining popularity in Russia; the first Russian Film
Studio was founded in 1915 in Moscow by the rich Maecenas Mikhail Trifonov
who, falling in love with the newest art—the film—wanted to promote it in
Russia. After the Revolution, the studio was nationalized by Bolsheviks and
was renamed the Mehzrabprom-Rus and then renamed again (in 1948) the
Gorky Film Studio. During the time of the Soviets, the Gorky Film Studio
became one of the most popular, specializing in production of children’s films.
The founder of the studio, Trifonov, was forcefully exiled after the Revolution.

4. Reasonable reason (French).

5. Konstantin Lipskerov (1889-1954) was a Russian Silver age poet and painter.
The great connoisseur of the East, he became a brilliant translator of eastern
classic poetry. He had a wonderful collection of paintings that was sold in
pieces after his death. Unfortunately, the main part of this collection is lost
today.

6. Yuly Aykhenvald (1872-1928) was a brilliant and influential literary critic.
His most famous book was Silhouettes of Russian Writers that continues to be
of great interest to literary scholars today. After the Revolution, he moved to
Germany where he translated all major works of Schopenhauer into Russian.
He died tragically in a train accident.

7. Larisa Reisner (1895-1926), or “Pallas Athena of the Revolution,” as Leon
Trotsky called her, became the first female diplomat and military minister of
the Bolshevik’s government. An extremely beautiful and energetic woman and
a talented writer, she left us very interesting memoirs about the revolution in
Germany and her life in Afghanistan. She died in Moscow in 1926 after drink-
ing a glass of milk and getting the bacilli of typhus.

8. Valery Bryusov (1873-1924) was one of the principal members of the Russian
Symbolist movement. A prominent poet, writer, dramatist, translator, critic,
and historian, he was one of the few of his circle who supported the Bolshevik
government after the revolution. Later he obtained a prominent position in
the Ministry of Culture of the new state, but in 1924 he accidentally caught
pneumonia and died shortly after.

9. The reference here is made to the famous novel by Alexander Dumas, The
Count Monte Cristo (1844). Edmond Dantes, the principal character of the
novel, spent 14 years in one of the most terrifying French prisons—Chdteau
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d’If—located on a small island in the Mediterranean Sea about one mile from
Marseille. “If” in French stands for yew—the common coniferous tree that can
be found all over North and South America in different modifications.

10. Anatoly Lunacharsky (1875-1933) was the first Soviet Minister of Education.
Fluent in many European languages, Lunacharsky had a brilliant education.
He became, perhaps, the best liaison between the new Bolshevik government
and the “old” academia who, rightfully, distrusted Bolsheviks. Understanding
how important culture was for the new Soviet country, Lunacharsky did what-
ever he could to save academics and the intelligentsia from repressions. For
instance, upon his involvement, Mikhail Bakhtin was exiled for just five years
instead of serving ten years in labor camps where he would certainly have died.

11. Leon Trotsky (b. Leiba Bronshtein) (1879-1940) was the second most im-
portant figure in the Bolshevik government and the creator of the Russian Red
Army. After the death of Lenin in 1924, Trotsky’s influence began to wane; by
1927 he was stripped of all previous appointments, and in 1929 he was forced
into exile. In 1936 he settled in Mexico, where he was welcomed by Frida Kahlo
and Diego Rivera. In 1940 an agent of NKVD, Ramon Mercader, snuck into
Trotsky’s villa and killed him with an axe.

12. In 1018, striving to strengthen the moral spirit and unity of their members,
the Bolsheviks founded the Sverdlov Communist University. The university ex-
isted until 1937 when it was closed without explanation. During its existence,
the university produced more than 10,000 graduates, and at different times
people like Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, Gorky, and Lunacharsky delivered lectures
there. (Yakov Sverdlov [1885-1919] was a person with just four years of school
but frantic energy; he became a close friend of Lenin and one of the most im-
portant figures in the Bolshevik’s government. He and Lenin together sanc-
tioned the assassination of Romanov’s family; then Sverdlov sanctioned the
Red Terror. In 1919 he unexpectedly died, either from the 1918 flu pandemic, or,
as some historians argue, he was poisoned by the order of Lenin).

13. Vladimir Lenin (b. Ulyanov) (1870-1924) was the leader of the Bolshevik’s

party and its successful coup in October of 1917. A man of exceptional intel-
ligence (he spoke five European languages fluently), titanic energy, mesmer-
izing oration, and prolific writing, Lenin was also an extremely cruel man
ready to shed the blood of thousands of people to achieve his personal goal.
The repressions he started right after the Revolution were unprecedented in
Russian history: the extermination of Romanov’s family, including children
and their servants; the beginning of the Civil War that cost 3,000,000 Russian
lives; hunger and the epidemic of typhus that cost another 5,000,000 human
lives; and 3,000,000 intellectuals leaving Russia. This is the list, perhaps not
exhaustive, of the repercussions of his rule. Lenin died at the age of fifty-four,
after his second stroke.

14. Joseph Goebbels (1897-1945) was the Nazi’s Minister of propaganda.
Fanatically devoted to Hitler and his ideas, Goebbels replaced him as a
Chancellor of the Reich, but he stayed in power one day only, from April 30th
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to May 1st of 1945, after which he poisoned himself together with his six chil-
dren and wife.

15. Mikhail Gershenzon (1869-1925) was a brilliant literary critic, philosopher,
and translator. His penetrating studies about Pushkin and Turgenev have not
lost their literary value to this day. Together with Vyacheslav Ivanov, he co-
authored Correspondence Across a Room (1921). Gershenzon died at the age of
fifty-five from an old case of tuberculosis that he neglected to treat for many
years.

16. Ivan Turgenev (1818-1883) was one of the most important Russian prose writ-
ers of the nineteenth century. His works shaped Russian prose in many ways,
and some of his books were regarded as revolutionary. His novel Fathers and
Sons is considered to be one of the major works of nineteenth-century Russian
fiction. Gershenzon here makes a reference to the famous essay “Hamlet and
Don Quixote” written by Turgenev in 1866. This essay became a cornerstone in
future studies of Cervantes in Russian literary scholarship for years to come.

17. On the Eve is a novel by Ivan Turgenev published in 1860. The story of the
novel is notable: in 1855 one of his friends gave him his autobiographical novel
and allowed him to publish it if he wanted to. Turgenev read the story and was
quite impressed with it, but the novel was so poorly written that no one would
want to publish it. Turgenev re-wrote the entire story, and it would eventually
became one of his best novels. Insarov, the main protagonist, is a Bulgarian
who came to Russia to study, but when the war between Bulgaria and Turkey
broke off, he decided to fight for the freedom of his country. Elena, a Russian
aristocratic girl, follows her husband, Insarov, and when he dies from tubercu-
losis, she continues to fight for the freedom of his country.
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