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Abstract

Scott Morrison: Rehabilitating Cornet Elagin
(Under the direction of Radislav Lapushin)

In this thesis | attempt to incorporate a misinterpreted and under-valuedl$tery
Elagin Affair, into the standard canon of lvan Bunin, the first Russian writer to win the
Nobel Prize for literature. To do so, | analyze several unusual features tfriharsl
connect them to Bunin’s more conventional, better understood works. The main features
of Elagin examined here are the style and texture of narration, the relationshiprbetwee
man and nature, and the Dostoevskian subtext of the story. Through each of these
aspects of the work, | show tHalagin largely conforms to Bunin’s canon in its
characteristics and choice of themes but complements that canon through its unique
formulations of these features, and it thus helps to form a more complete urdiegsta
of Bunin’s artistic philosophy.
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The Elagin Affair(«/lemo kopuera Exaruna») is an intriguing work by an equally
intriguing, if underappreciated, authbr.His expressive, highly poetic style does not
translate easily, making him less visible to readers in the West thanfétlduws Russians
(despite emigrating to France in 1919 and winning the Nobel prize for literatl@38),
and his staunch opposition to the Soviet system which transformed his homeland made it
difficult for him to be read even in his native land, so his contributions to world literatur
were not widely appreciated until after his deatBut while the author himself has
begun to receive the recognition he deserves in the West (scholars in Ruesjaialer
to pay him long-overdue attention), this particular story has been grosshyerpreted
as “un-Buninian” and received relatively little critical attention frtbo long.

The story is based on a real court case from 1891, in which one Cornet Aleksandr
Bartenev was charged with killing the Polish actress Maria Wisnowska. Theletails
of the true case are nearly identical to those of the story: both the lovesethes and

their relationship are peculiar, eccentric, and poorly understood; there are strong

! For an introduction to Bunin’s works, English readers can obtain a highly representative survey of the
author’s most important works through the excellent recent translations of Dark Avenues (TemHble
annewn, 1938) and The Life of Arseniev: Youth (}Ku3Hb ApceHbeBa, 1927-29, 1932-39), as well as Robert
Bowie’s carefully chosen — and equally carefully translated — collection of Bunin’s most important and
enduring shorter works, Night of Denial (2006), which also includes very informative supplementary
materials. For a more thorough knowledge of Bunin’s oeuvre, see the non-fictional materials of Bunin’s
diaries from the period of the October Revolution, Cursed Days (OkaaHHble gHK, 1918-19, published in
1925), and his book on Tolstoy, The Liberation of Tolstoy (OcsoboxaeHune Toactoro, 1937).

? For readers seeking a more complete portrait of Bunin, several admirable biographies are available: in
English, Thomas Gaiton Marullo’s three-volume biography examines Bunin through his literary works and
also through his personal correspondence and the memoirs of those closest to him; in Russian, Aleksandr
Baboreko’s recent one-volume biography of Bunin puts the author’s works into a very detailed
biographical context.



indications that the murder was carried out at the actress’ insistencehéoeal
Wisnowska and her fictional counterpart produce very puzzling suicideh&esin
took these real events, used them as raw material, and transformed themrtgwsdrs
later into a work of fiction whose scope transcends the boundaries oflierea
inspiration.

The Elagin Affairwas written late in the summer of 1925 and was first published
in its entirety in the émigré journ@bepemennsie sanucxku in 19267 This was during one
of Bunin’s more productive periods and the first such period after his emigration from
Russia in 1918. It is indeed curious that the works written in this period of the mid-
twenties in the Maritime AlpMitya’s Love(«Mutuna m0608b», 1925), “Sunstroke”
(«Connueunsiit ynap», 1926), and he Life of Arsenie\among others) are often
considered to be among Bunin’s most significant achievements, aBthget, written in
this same period and engaging with the same themes of love and mortalityeas thes
works,is frequently seen as one of his least “successful”’ creations.

The critical attention paid tBlagin has not been substantial in either breadth or
depth. Well into the 1930s, Soviet criticism interpreted the story, along with hikanove
Mitya’s Lovewhich came out in the same yeatEagin, 1925, as typical of Bunin, in

that Bunin “vividly described his epoch...from the point of view of his own milieu,

* L. Nikulin, Chekhov, Bunin, Kuprin, pp.227-28.

*LA. Bunin, CobpaHue counHeHuni B aeBatu Tomax, 9 vols (Moscow 1965-67), 5:526. All references to
Bunin’s works are to this edition (by volume and page number).

> Though the aforementioned diary of Bunin’s time during and immediately after the October Revolution
was written in 1918-19, it was only published in 1925, in the same period of productivity as Elagin and
others.



which was receding into the gra¥e3cusonucan ceoro snoxy...c mouxu spenus
cobemeennoi, cxodswedi 6 2pob cpedwr).” Though Bunin is frequently nostalgic and
often does grieve for the loss of the lifestyle of Russia’s pre-revoluyiaipgrer class
through his art, such critical assessments — even forgiving theipdkzal influences
— do not give Bunin due credit for the artistic achievements of such vi&dggn among
them. Subsequent Soviet criticism continued, when writing on Bunin was allowed, in
this vein or simply ignored this particular story altogether. And despite smmetf a
“rediscovery” of Bunin among readers sinerestroika few books have been published
on Bunin in general, and little attention has been pakelagin in particular.

Criticism in the West varied: Bunin received limited early attentiontdlee
lack of translations availabl®and much of this criticism was directed at his pre-
emigration worksThe Village “The Gentleman from San Francisco”, “Light Breathing”,
and “Sunstroke” were especially popular). When Elagin later received@ttesume
authors only mentioned the work in passing (Kryzytski 1971); some gave nesrgogit
to the work but reached ultimately negative conclusions (Woodward 1980); sti othe
appreciate the work only from narrow lines of inquiry (Connolly 198R)ore recent
criticism (Mal'tsev 1994; Marullo, 1993, 1995, 2002) has made admirable progress in
analyzing many of Bunin’s major themes, but still does not appreciate datures of

Elagin. On the whole, criticism regardirifjagin is largely negative; most critics note

& Al English translations from Bunin’s works are my own, unless otherwise noted.
7 Co6. cou., 5:527.

8 Elagin was first translated into English by B.G. Guerney in The Elaghin Affair and Other Stories, New York:
Knopf, 1935.

? Connolly appreciates Elagin mostly for elements of the story which he sees as representative of
Buddhism’s influence on Bunin (101).



only that the extensive descriptions of nature that are so characteristioiofaBe

almost entirely absenit, or they conclude thdlagin is either a failed experiment that is
superseded by more evolved wotksThey have not seen beyond the superficial details,
beneath which lies a very rich text. The notable exception is Robert Bowidehdsle

the story, notes its relationship to Dostoevsky, and sees it as a successioiemntend
unique among Bunin’s works.

While many of the other works from this period have certain poetics and themes
in common,The Elagin Affairdistinguishes itself as a story which displays elements of
Bunin’s modernist sensitivitie€s,lacks the characteristic presence of nature, and engages
very directly with Dostoevskian themes and setting, a writer for whom he hadato gre
love and whose art he publicly regarded with little more than indifference. Thowgh the
features seem very uncharacteristic for Bunin at first glance, possiiéaations and
subtle elements of his typical themes and poetics can be discerned, and thestsele
ultimately paint a much more complete picture of the work as it fits into the @author
typical canon. For as | intend to demonstrate, contrary to previous assesshiemtork
doesfit, and genuinely complement, the rest of Bunin’s oeuvre.

To that end, | propose to illustrate both hélagin conforms to Bunin’s oeuvre
through its similarities and connections to other works and also how its distinguishing

features make complementary contributions to understanding Bunin’cgstigasophy.

10 Kryzytski, for one, remarks that “The Elagin Affair is not representative of Bunin’s work, for it lacks
entirely one of his strongest trump cards, the presence of nature” (179).

u Connolly refers to Bunin leaving behind the “anxious formulations” in Elagin about human desire and
suffering for more sophisticated interpretations in later works (130).

2 Much of Bunin’s works are consciously or outwardly more traditional, but Elagin belongs to a group of
works with strong modernist tendencies, including Drydale (Cyxogon, 1911), “Light Breathing” («/lerkoe
AbixaHue», 1916), and Dark Avenues (1938), among others.
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In Part I, I will show that the style of the story’s narration and compositibite wnique,

are not entirely anomalous for Bunin; In Part II, | will explore the chhara@and their
relationship to the world around them and endeavor to determine whether they, likewise
are not without precedent; finally, in Part 111, to fully understand the chasaasehey

relate to Bunin’s overall creative philosophy and the possible intent behind the story,
Elagin's connections to Dostoevskian themes will be investigated. As the style of the
narration and the texture of the language are what often first strikesemsdso unusual

for Bunin, that is a logical place to begin to examine the tale’s distinctiveness



Chapter 1
Experiments in Style

As mentioned beford;laginis often seen as unrepresentative of Bunin for a
number of reasons. The ornate, poetic style, rich with sensory detail, thatialtyeso
characteristic of Bunin is largely absenglagin*® The narrator himself is something of
a curiosity: he is an observer in the events of the story, but not a participast, so hi
narration often consists of extensive quotation of the court proceedings whichltesmse
are recapitulations of the actual events in addition to his own commentary. And
furthermore, the structure of the story, along with its shifts in narratileeaty voice,
speak to elements of modernism in Bunin’s mature prose.

In its fictionalization of real eventglagin takes facts from the real world and
transforms them into a fictional work that is unquestionably recognizabils bygins,
but becomes something more in Bunin's very adept h¥nds. part of constructing the
narrative, Bunin creates a curious, anonymous townsperson who recounts the events of a
“oyavseapuwiti poman” and its subsequent criminal case. What is particularly unusual
about this narrator, however, is that his narration often, though not always, lacks much of
Bunin’s usual flourish and poeticism. In my view, Bunin uses this narrator aares o

removing his own style from the narration. However, there are occasional deviations i

B Of Bunin’s eye for detail, the philosopher and literary critic Fyodor Stepun remarked, “Bunin thinks with
his eyes...he has an eagle’s eyes for the day, but an owl’s for the night. Truly, he sees everything” (qtd. in
Sukhikh 162).

1 Many of Bunin’s stories are inspired by real incidents (e.g. “The Son,” The Life of Arseniev) , though the
variation in the form and content of the resultant works is highly diverse.



Bunin’s attempts to restrain his poeticism in the narration that are ofteakesi by
critics and readers alike.

In order to understand the exceptional nature of these deviations, one must first
characterize the norm of the narration. Take this representative passage:

B GonbIiioM mpoTuBOpeuYny ¢ 00IUM HU3KUM MHEHUEM 00 Enarune crosumu u

IIOKa3aHUuA MHOTHX €r0 ITIOJKOBBIX TOB&pHH.ICfI. Bce oHmM 0oTO3BaNHNCh O HEM

caMbIM Jy4IIuM oOpazoM. BoT kakoBo, Hanpumep, ObIJI0O MHEHHE O HEM

ACKaJPOHHOr0 KomMaHaupa... (5:273).

(The generally accepted low opinion of Elagin is greatly at variantetingt

testimony of his many comrades in the regiment. All of them spoke of him in the

highest of terms. Here, for example, is the opinion of the squadron
commander..

The texture of the narration here is impartial and impersonal enough that the
reader could easily imagine the narrator as a court reporter or a jaurktdigever, as
previously mentioned, the impartial, unadorned texture of the narration is not always
maintained.

In the very first chapter, as the narrator sets the stage for Elagin'sceninahe
story, he describes Captain Likharyov’s dining room with a passage thatdonder
poetry:

VY>kacHO ¥ HayaJloch OHO, 3To Aeno. beuto 19 utons npomwioro roxa. beuio

paHHee yTpo, ObUT IECTO# Yac, HO B CTOJIOBOM pOTMHUCTpa JISHO-TBapIun

rycapckoro nosika Jluxapesa ObIIO YK€ CBETJIO, TYIIHO, CYXO0, U KapKO OT

JICTHEr0 TOPOJICKOTO COJIHIIA. BbbIIo, 0HaKo, eme Tuxo... (5:261).

(And how terribly it began, this affair. It was the nineteenth of June of last yea

It was early morning, after five o’clock, but in the dining room of Captain

Likharyov of the Household troops of the hussar regiment it was already bright,

stuffy, dry, and hot from the city’s summer sun. It was, however, still quiet...)

The poetic register of this section rests on the hypnotic repetitofatgo as),

a, and forms obuz. Note also the trochaic series of advemsrno, cyxo, scapro,

 Trans. R. Bowie (Night of Denial, 478).



which centers on the hushegsando«c and the “dark” vowej. This is Bunin’s artistry
contaminating the otherwise neutral narration.

There are several brief passages of metered language that slip intodabiema
An exhaustive catalogue of these moments would be beyond the scope of this work, but
their effect inElaginis an important one. For example, toward the end of the second
chapter, in describing Sosnovskaya's “love nest,” the narrator saysithadsics
HEOOJIBIION BXOI B COCCAHIOIO KOMHATY, mo:wce coeepmeﬁHo me}wHyio, MOZM’JZbHO
03apPeHHYI0 ONAI0BLIM (POHAPUKOM, 8ucesuium TIOT ToTokoM...” (5:264, my italics).
This brief section of duplet rhythm is likely unintentional on the narrator’s foare
does not show overt signs of any artistic tendencies. The timing of this lapse of
consistency in the narration, however, is not coincidental. Bunin is fascinateddby d
bodies and their surroundings because they are reminders of mortality, that ivean |
are fleeting, and that no one is exempt from the ruthlessness of nature, beatlidylbe
or grotesque, young or old. It is unsurprising, then, that he would be so excited by the
opportunity to describe Sosnovskaya’s corpse and her death-decorated rooms that he
loses his composure and allows a bit of himself to show through the narration. The effec
is subtle enough that it could easily go unnoticed, but it goes to show that Bunin did not
completely rid the narration of his characteristic style. He was, howsawaressful in
eliminating all but the faintest traces of the colors and scents which gneical of his
other works.

One characteristic element of his style that Bunin eliminated in thisisttirg
richness of sensory information with which he would often bombard the reader. In

particular, the lack of smells Elagin creates a rather sterile world devoid of the obvious



presence of nature. The wawthax occurs but twice in the entire story, once in one of
Sosnovskaya’s journal entries as she describes the flowers with which she would
surround herself in her imagined death scene, and once when Elagin goes to visit
Sosnovskaya and smells her perfume. No other forms of words relating to smell or
aroma occur anywhere else in the story. So not only has Bunin created a worlty virtual
devoid of smells, but the only source of smell, at least as far as Elagin and tter narra
reveal, is Sosnovskaya herself, the hand of nature in this Wodmpare this tdhe

Life of Arsenievor “Antonov Apples,” among others, where smells and aromas are
among the most intense sensations and sensual pleasures that they ate easilygest
trigger of memory.

Likewise, the multitude of distinct and very precisely defined colors that are
typical of Bunin is absent iElagin. The three most prevalent colors, judging by the
number of times each modifier is used, are black, white, and gray (in that'dr@emin
depicts a rather sterile environment in the city with color just as he ddeanarha (or
lack thereof). The few colors that are used, however, are perhaps all thetrkorg
because of their rarity: Elagin’s eyes are “greenishiefiosamvie, 5:273); the tree
outside their “love nest” is an “unnaturally bright” shade of green
(npomusoecmecmesenno spra, 5:264); the spot of blood from Sosnovskaya’'s gunshot is
“crimson” (baeposoe, 5:266); the shirt lying near Sosnovskaya'’s body is “light blue, with
a pearl shimmer’zpaybas c neprosvim omnusom, 5:265). Theeffect of this sparse, but

intense coloring on the reader creates a dull, colorless background that is pdnayuat

16 Sosnovskaya’s role in regard to nature is explored in greater depth in Part Il.

7 The occurrence of these colors in the story is as follows, including shades (e.g. greenish, light-gray):
black — eight times; white — six times; gray — three times; green — twice; crimson and light blue once each.

9



highly vivid points or objects of color. This is a technique that has been used to great
effect in late 28" and early 21-st century film. But Bunin uses his artistically developed
sense of vision to achieve the power of such a visual effect the better paenbéigy
earlier. In fact, much of Bunin’s work has a cinematic quality to it, both in thigyidé

his imagery and in the overall structure of his works. Viktor Shklovsky everswini¢
“[Bunin’s] extraordinary memory, at any moment, recalls before his eyey speck of
dust of his faraway home, arike in the cineméds kunemamoepadpe], it stands before

him with all the fences, clouds, homes, bushes, and ravines of his native ‘backwater™
(305, my italics). Shklovsky here is discussing only the visual aspects of Bartirtsit
this comparison is still apt regarding the structural concerisagin.

The townspeople ifihe Elagin Affairdescribe the story of Elagin and
Sosnovskaya’s romance astibsapusiii pomar” (pulp fiction, a “penny dreadful”),
which is not an inaccurate description. On the surface is the story of a love affair
between a hussar officer and a well-known, and eccentric, actress. Héeare&hs for
her, and they experience an intense love, eventually setting up an apartméveas
nest. Feeling that marriage would be impossible for two people in their soctammsi
they see no other option but to end their lives rather than be forced to live without one
another. Ultimately, Elagin kills Sosnovskaya but does not kill himself. A few hours
later, he arrives at the flat of one of his comrades and rather mattertpfafabunces to
his fellow officers that he has killed Sosnovskaya. At first incredulous, his fregads
soon convinced to investigate. They ultimately make their way to the lovers’ nest and
find Sosnovskaya’s body, and an investigation and court proceedings against Elagin

ensue. The reader would be wrong to think the story ended here, for as the defense

10



counsel asserts, “Everything is as it seems, butralsas it seems!”Kce max, oa ne
max') Though thdabula(chronological order of events) is not especially complicated,
the retelling of the events in Bunin’s story is rather more complex.

First, the story'syuzhebegins at the entf,with the narrator recounting
commentary from both the prosecution and defense before introducing Elagin as he
arrives at his comrade’s and confesses the morning after the murder. This is my ordina
murder; considering the structure of this work, the narrator’s charadmipdthe affair
as “terrible, strange, enigmatic, and insoluble” is much more accurate. Ta®nar
himself, in his capacity as a reporter instead of that of a mere bystaonigructs the
tale, as presented, in a rather cinematic fashion, complete with the loogrsidhies
leading up to the events of the affair. The lovers prove to be more complicateg,figur
as well. Elagin is not simply the typical wastrel hussar; he is deddnipkis fellow
officers alternately as a carouser and a deeply introspective, perhagshdesophical
man. Sosnovskaya’'s peculiarities go beyond eccentricity into morbidity, and white she
fickle and playful with her gentleman admirers, she also reads Schopenhauet, Musse
and pessimist philosophy and poetry. The defense and prosecution offer significantly
different accounts of the motivations and events in the story. As the defensd counse
suggests, “In any matter, everything can be understood in various \Bays*com dene
8ce MOJHCHO 8ocnpunsims no-pasiomy, 5:261). This is a point which readers should take
to heart as they delve further into the text, for it begins to touch upon the theme of

irresolvable ambiguity with regard not just to events but to people themselves, a topic

¥ Mal’tsev notes that “In Bunin, the inception and conclusion of the events almost never coincide with
the beginning and end of the story” (106).

11



that concerned Bunin particularly in this work but that may also be indicative ef som
modernist tendencies in his work as a whole.

The distinct construction of trsyuzhetn contrast to the relatively simpiabula
is yet another feature of the story that speaks to the influence of moderniamion B
And Elaginis not the first instance of this technique. Bunin certainly experimented with
the non-lineasyuzhemuch earlier, notably iBrydale (1911) and “Light Breathing”
(1916)*° which uses several narrators and/or layers of narration to great &ffemigh
thefabulahas a relatively traditional dramatic structure,dpi@zheseems to end at the
climax of its development, when Elagin explains himself to the court and the.reader
Structuring the story in this way alters the tension in the narrative. Ra#mebuilding
suspense as to what will become of the two lovers, Bunin tells the reader inytfiesver
chapter that Elagin kills Sosnovskaya, and knowing how or why this happens is even
more suspenseful and intriguing for the reader. As Mal'tsev notes, “Thédt simld
have been the culmination of teguzheturns out to be force@dfimecrennvim] to the
background; the emphasis falls totally differently: not on ‘what’, but on ‘how Y106
And though Bunin addresses the “how”, he does not necessarily reach any conclusions,
which is consistent with the theme of irresolvable ambiguity that speaks to'8uni
modernist tendencie$.

This story further confirms that, though Bunin outwardly opposed himself to

modernist trends, inwardly he was still preoccupied with these same ideasveéipilie

* For a seminal analysis of the role of narrative structure in Bunin’s “Light Breathing,” see chapter seven
of L.S. Vygotsky’s The Psychology of Art ([lcuxonorns Nckyccrea, 5" edition, 1997).

2% rresolvable ambiguity is also a trope of Romanticism, and given Bunin’s respect and appreciation for
“Romantic” Russian authors like Pushkin and Lermontov, it is possible that this element of the story can
trace its origins beyond modernism.

12



influence of modernism on the story can be felt not only in its style and structua¢sdut
in its themes and characters. To further an understanding of the work, one must look
beyond the layer of the text’s style and narration and into layer of the@nslaitp

between the characters and the world in which they exist.

13



Chapter 2
Nature and Her Agents

i. Sosnovskaya

One aspect dElaginthat is often misunderstood is the apparent absence of nature
in the work. Whereas nature is often not only a backdrop for characters and events in
Bunin, but occasionally a participant in the plot ité&lfs absence here seems to make
the work feel distinctly un-Buninian: after all, Bunin is renowned for his bieduti
descriptions of natural settings. Robert Bowie is correct in observing thabitye st
“eschews nature description and the excessive embellishments of stylg” (66
Woodward goes further, saying that “its weakness is mainly attributabét.so much to
the exclusion of nature as to the cause of its exclusion, that is, to the intrintatdinsi
of its theme” (199). To suggest that certain themes have intrinsic limitatipn ma
generally be an acceptable position, but for a writer of Bunin’s calibethame can
overcome such limitations and become worthy of his literary talents {ae case of the
“oyavsapuwiti poman” of Cornet Elagin), or no plot in particular may even be necessary,
as in “Antonov Apples,” “Night” (dous»), orThe Village In Elagin, however, as
previously noted, gone are the smells of Antonov apples and the seas of wheat, gently

swaying in the wind, that are so familiar to many of Bunin’s charactetsemders

21 . .
Khodasevich notes that “In Bunin, the world, set and unchanged, rules over man” (¥ byHuHa mup,
O0aHHebIl U HeuzmeHHbIl, eaacmeyem HaAo Yesnosexkom) (4).



familiar with his earlier works. These peculiarities are due lartgethe setting, which is
an unusual one for Bunin — Petersburg, the city, to Bunin, of Gogol and Dosté&vsky.

Woodward presents a convincing analysis of the representation of nature in
Bunin’s works as a whole, though | disagree with his assessment of this pastiocular
Generally, he believes that “nature is present in the fiction as the embodiniemiaws
of existence that determine the human condition... It is present as a rationally
incomprehensible amalgam of beauty and horror, as a source of blind, implacable forces
that demand man’s submission and ruthlessly punish his resistance” (21). If one
examines the overall characterization of nature in Bunin’s works, certaitiegiddat he
normally associates with nature— indifference to earthly life, ficdds, synthesis of
creative and destructive forces — become evident in the character of #ie fem
protagonist, Sosnovskaya.

Recalling the general lack of sensory information in the story, Sosnovskaya stands
out because she is connected to the only two explicit mentions of smell in the steny. E
her name evokes the image of the pine tree:§, in Russian), while also retaining the
sounds of the real actress’ name upon whom she is based (Wisnowska, in Polish
pronounced [Visnovska]). | suggest that nature is not entirely absent, but rather that
Sosnovskaya herself acts as nature’s agent in the story, exertingsnafiuence over
herself and Elagin, as nature typically does over man in Bunin’s other workshevith t
goal of finding unity with nature itself. Moreover, elements that are only suletept
in other works are given the room to develop to a greater extent in this work, gi&ing i

unique viewpoint, but one that is ultimately consistent with Bunin’s overall artisti

*2 Bunin’s first story set in St. Petersburg was “Noosiform Ears,” first published in 1917. The manifold
connections between this story, Elagin, and Dostoevsky are discussed here in part lll.
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philosophy. Namely, Bunin continues to explore the significance of sexual love, the
relationship between love and death, and man'’s relationship to nature. These are
elements of many of Bunin’s works which are treated here in ways that are not
immediately apparent to many readers but which complement the treatitieese same
themes in Bunin’s other worK. In order to examine Sosnovskaya’s role as an agent of
nature, | will apply James Woodward’s concept of man’s “degeneracy” in Bunimksw
Woodward sees the concept of “degeneracy” as a central feature of Bunin’s
creative philosophy. As he puts it, “man’s reactions to the experience ofaihatur
love...are represented by Bunin as tragic illustrations of the degeneracy turamess
that is the unalterable fate of man simply by virtue of the qualities that nrakanhi
individual human being” (135). Woodward distinguishes between two types of this
“degeneracy”: he defines “social degeneracy” as those actions unefeaf characters
that further dissociate themselves from nature and their own instinctual hutneesnpa
while “inherent degeneracy” is exactly that — the separation of humans frare bgtthe
simple fact of their existence as individuals. Though both Elagin and Sosnovskaya suff
from this “inherent degeneracy,” as every individual does, he also suffers$omml*
degeneracy” at the outset of their affair while she exhibits mangcieaistics that
suggest she is perhaps an agent of nature. Thus, she is suited to the task of correcting
Elagin’s “social degeneracy” because she is portrayed in much the sgmas nature
often is in Bunin: inscrutable, volatile, and capricious.
One of the characteristic features of nature in Bunin’s work is an indifietenc

human concerns. Take, for example, the passageTiheniife of Arsenieafter

> These themes are prevalent in a great many of Bunin’s works: “Antonov Apples,” Drydale, “Light
Breathing,” “Night of Denial” («<Houb oTpeueHua»), Mitya’s Love, “Night,” and The Life of Arseniev, to
name a few.
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Arseniev leaves his cousin Pisarev’s funeral service. “It was as ifatié aad grown
still younger, freer, wider, and more beautiful after someone had departed from i
forever” Mup cman kax 6yomo ewe monodice, c60600Hee, utupe u NPeKpacHee nocie
moeo, kax kmo-mo nasexu ywen us ne2o).>* He exits the dark, fragrant church to a world
of sunshine and life. This moment can be understood in two main ways: this passage
may reflect the conception that death plays a logical and healthy raéume @s a
necessary step for renewal; it is also possible that the stark coetraseh nature’s
seeming eternal youthfulness and the sudden death of Arseniev’s cousin underscore
nature’s indifference to individual human lives and actiths.

Such indifference, however, is in stark contrast to Sosnovskaya’s behavior.
Rather than take an indifferent stance, she “loved life carnivorouslyinpsono
mobuna xcusnw), as one of Sosnovskaya’s friends, Zalessky, puts it during his testimony
(5:280). She seems obsessed with all facets of sensuality in life. | bbbé¢veis
intensity of feeling with regard to human concerns is a result of Sosnovskaya'sldua

as both an agent of nature and also as a carnal woman. Bunin combines in Sosnovskaya

4 Cob. coy., 6:112.

> An example which Bunin would have known well is from Pushkin’s poem «BpoKy am a Bgonb yauy,
LWYMHBIX...»:

Insxy nb Ha ay6 yeAnMHEHHbIN,

A MbICAO: NaTpuapx necos
MNepexxnBeT Mo BeK 3abBeHHbIN,
Kak neperkun oH BeKk oTuLOB

M nycTb y rpobosoro Bxoaa
Mnagas 6yaeT XKU3Hb Urpatb,
M paBHOAyWHAA npupoaa
Kpacoto Be4HOto CcuATb.

The image of “indifferent nature” became almost a trope in 19th—century Russian literature; see, for
example, the finale of Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons, another author and work which Bunin knew well.
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both the majestic, indifferent nature that is present in many of his works amdethsei
sensuality that is typical of many of his characters. However, in haonslaips with
men, Sosnovskaya'’s feelings are not only intense but polarized, as seen in hanfickle
volatile behavior towards them, another manifestation of her role as the hand ef natur
A certain fickleness is very typical of nature as Bunin usually portraysStee
can be merciless or nurturing, gentle or fierce, and she can very sudderdypngme
extreme to the other. As Woodward describes it, “[Nature] is present tsralty
incomprehensible amalgam of beauty and horror, as a source of blind, implacable forces
that demand man’s submission and ruthlessly punish his resistance” (21). In@a simila
fashion, Sosnovskaya’s behavior and very personality are equally extrenreadicd e
One witness in the trial remarks that, while she was typically cheerfudaanebttish with
her guests, “sometimes, for no particular reason, she would suddenly fall slldrdack
her eyes, and drop her head down on the desk. Or else she might start throwing things,
smashing tumblers and glasses on the ff8dtyuaroce —edpye nu ¢ mozo nu ¢ cezo
YMOJIKHent, 3akamum 2jiasa, yporum 20068y Ha CmoJl... d He mo HavHem 6pocamb, oumo
06 non cmakanwt, promxu...) and she would then stop this behavior just as quickly (5:281).
Her behavior towards Elagin is equally erratic; when he describes howellationship
came to be, her feelings toward him go from intensely passionate to iewlifferd back
in less than half a page.
In addition to this destructive, capricious behavior, Sosnovskaya embodies the
creative impulse through her chosen profession in the theater. After boaitbod sc
Sosnovskaya announces to her mother her decision to “dedicate herself to art”

(nocesamums cebs uckyccmey). Though the reader is told that much of her success is

*® Trans. R. Bowie (Night of Denial, 488).
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dependent upon her beauty and her exploitation of that beauty, the nature of acting is in
creating and re-creating art on the stage. This creative occupatiornias rthe

creative forces at work in nature. To dedicate oneself to art is indeed a iy eal

Bunin himself would attest, but as the narrator goes on, his description of the young
actress is even more telling.

Her beauty, he says, is “unoriginal,” but nonetheless, there is in her “a kind of
special, rare, unusual enchantment, a kind of mixture of naiveté and innocence with
animal cunning; and besides that, a mixture of sincerity with constant thiggtrica
(Kakoe-mo 000606, pedkoe, He 00blutoe ouapoesdarue, Kakasi-mo cmecob l’lpOCWIOOyWM}Z u
HEBUHHOCMU C 36EPUHBIM JIYKABCMEBOM, A KpOMe Noco, CMeChb NOCMOSHHOU uecpbol C
uckpennocmoio) (5:279-280). The narrator explicitly describes Sosnovskaya here in
terms of contradictions: she is both simple-hearted and animally cunning, bdticéhea
and sincere. And though her sincerity is logical as an agent of nature, hecdhsa
speaks to her human side with its desires for artificiality. Just as natlha &terized
by contradictions, so is Sosnovskaya.

Sosnovskaya also plays some very dangerous games with the gentlemen who visit
her by threatening to kill herself in various ways unless one of her callersdiately
kisses her. While these might simply be seen as peculiar jokes for anotmgrn@cce
actress, these cannot necessarily be taken as idle threats gimeusRaga’'s penchant
for death-obsessed literature and philosophy. Among the notes in her “diary’rthere a
two entries of the utmost importance. First is an unattributed quote, “Not to be born is
the first stroke of luck; the second is to return as quickly as possible to ntenegis

(He pooumwvcs — nepsoe cuacmuve, 6mopoe sice nockopee 8036pamumscs K HeOblmuio)
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(5:276), which, if she indeed believed this statement, would begin to explain her
preoccupation with death. Since she has been born and is alive, the “best happiness” is
unavailable to her, so she must take advantage of the “second best” option, to “quickly
return to non-existence.” Thus, in order to encourage this impulse to “return to non-
existence” and surround herself with death in the meantime, she adorns her lovéhnest wi
black cloth and draperies and hangs weapons of all sorts on the walls of the room in
which she will ultimately die. The most important of the notes in her diary, however,
explains how she fills her time before embracing death.

“Only love or death,” Sosnovskaya writes. She goes on to say “And how am | to
die, when | love life like one possessed?’kax sice ymepems, koeda s, kak becnosamas,
moono xcusnu?) (5:276). She herself sets up the contradiction that in many ways defines
her character: consumed as she is by both love and death, which is she to choose? In her
relationship with Elagin, it would seem that she resolves this contradictiomiayiag
death through love and love through death: she finds a receptive spiritual mate in Elagin
who is capable of killing her and speeding along her “return to non-being,” andhhaou
death which she perceives as meaningful or predestined, she finds the kind of@ternal |
that was lacking in her affairs with the multitude of nameless gentleallens. Though
examination of the relationship between love and death, as it originatet-aeafiry
Romanticism, is a feature of many early'a@ntury works with modernist tendencies,
Bunin’s conception of this relationship in his artistic philosophy was all his ow

Sosnovskaya rather subtly equates life and love in these statements, emmequat
with which Bunin himself would likely agree. In fact, given her ecstasy both in

relationships with men and with physical objects such as the polar bear pelagiat E
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sends her, it would seem that the most vivid aspects of life for her are sensuatan nat
This sensitivity to sensuality in all its forms is seen by Woodward aswadez those

people who are “in tune” with nature, which supports the idea that Sosnovskaya is very
attuned to nature, as one of her agents. Through physical love, Sosnovskaya finds brief
moments of unity with nature and retreat from the otherwise “sociallyndegte” world
around her.

Indeed, Elagin himself may find similar moments of clarity in his time speht
Sosnovskaya. In their testimony regarding Elagin, one of his comradesthtt“After
beginning his affair with Sosnovskaya, he was greatly changed. He alwat$o great
lengths to hide his feelings for her from everyone, but he was often lost in thought,
gloomy, and said he had assured himself of his intent to commit suiciBeuyrus 6
C6513b C COCHOGCKOIZ, uyyecmed K KOI’I’lOpOI:Z OH 6ce20a llpeB@blllaﬁHO cmapaicst CKpvlnib om
6CEX, OYECHb UBMEHUJICA. Yacmo oviean BaOyMllue, nedaineH, 2co60pui, uno ymeepofcdaemc;z
6 Hameperuu nokoHuums ¢ coooil...) (5:274). While he had previously been prone to the
same kind of mood swings as Sosnovskaya, once Elagin becomes involved with her, he is
more consistently introverted and preoccupied with thoughts of suicide. Certainly, as
with much of their relationship, the motivations for Elagin and Sosnovskaya’'s behavior
are subject to debate — Bunin intended it to be so. However, one possible reading of
Elagin’s response to his affair with Sosnovskaya is that his physical igtimtcher
gives him moments of clarity which allow him to understand the “social degghana
his wastrel lifestyle. This, in turn, convinced him that suicide was the only solatios t
dilemma. And beyond their initial physical intimacy, Elagin and Sosnovskaya complete

the symbolism of their search for unity in their secret wedding, which unitesatheme
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on yet another spiritual level. Whereas he had glimpses of such an understafutang be
meeting Sosnovskaya, he sustains this clarity by abandoning himself to his prima
instincts in Sosnovskaya’'s arms. As D.J. Richards notes in regard to the theme of love in
Bunin’s works, sexual love “highlights human limitations and frailties and brings int

sharp relief man’s helpless dependence on the vagaries of fate and the mysterious
workings of his own soul” (166). That is, sexual love acts as a kind of light of
understanding in a life that is dark and seems to deprive man of his agency. Bunin
himself hints at this phenomenon of contrasting extremes through the narrigtor dee

story.

The narrator is describing the simple, even banal, scene of Likharyov’'s rooms,
when he says “As this always happens — that when something unusual happens amidst the
usual, it is all the more horribleKax scecoa smo 6wieaem, koeda cpedu 06wbiuH020
cyuaemcsi umo-nubyob Heobwviunoe, mem yacacree) (5:261). He is referring in this
comment to the horrible shock that Elagin’s fellow officers will recaemen the relative
peace of their post-revelry morning is broken by Elagin’s arrival and caofiegsshis
crime. But this statement is also easily applied to life in a laggesesin Bunin’s works
— banal, quotidian life is made all the more horrible when compared with fleeting
moments of true happine$s.

Richards also notes that “On the one hand [Bunin’s] lovers are victims of fate —
circumstances, social conventions, their own psychology, etc. — and on the other they are
subscribing, willingly or not, to his values, according to which moments of poeticeaptur
are a supreme good, come what may” (166). Elagin and Sosnovskaya certainly see

themselves as victims of fate in the form of social mores, and it istbleagh their

27 . A .
See Bunin’s “The Son,” “Heinrich” («FeHpux»), or “Sunstroke” for excellent examples of this.
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interactions that they value their physical love above all else, so they dosseem t
subscribe to Bunin’s belief that physical love is perhaps the most meaningful and
pleasurable aspect of human life. They even see death as the only viable bptichev
legitimization of their love seems impossible. Their association of detitlsexual love
may be a product of nature’s influence on their psychology, since death isatidibber
from the flesh and a path to unity with nature for BUfliThis similarity connects
Elagin and Sosnovskaya to Bunin’s greater tradition while allowing the yartic
circumstances ofhe Elagin Affairto further develop the essence and significance of

man’s relationship to nature in his artistic philosophy.

ii. Elagin

James Woodward correctly identifies the matter of man’s relationship to asture
one of the central features of Bunin’s artistic philosophy. He notes that “paetynero
whom Bunin most favored exists in body alone. His responses to life are entirely
instinctive and sensual, and his proximity to nature is the criterion by which hils isealt
measured” (20). Woodward extends this analysis, observing that perhaps the most
common source of suffering and tragedy in Bunin’s works is the inability of man to
realize his insignificance before nature and his powerlessness befaiaarf immutable,
organic things about which nothing can be done — death, sickness, love” (Bunin, gtd. in
Woodward 20). Examining Elagin through this almost atavistic prism gives somgletinsi

into his true character.

?® Khodasevich notes that “The subject of Bunin’s observation and study is not the psychological, but the
irrational side of love, its incomprehensible essence, which...carries the heroes to meet fate.” (byHuH:
CobpaHue coumHeHuni, 1934, p. 4) For more on Bunin’s conception of death and its relationship to love,
see his non-fiction work “The Liberation of Tolstoy” (1937) and the short story “Night” (1925, written
within a month of Elagin).
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While much of Elagin’s behavior is motivated by his physical desire for
Sosnovskaya, he engages in a great deal of introspection, more than one would expect for
someone who is “entirely instinctive and sensual.” Elagin reveals, perhaps
unintentionally, that he was very preoccupied with quantifying their feelingaébr e
other when he and Sosnovskaya first become acquainted: “At some times it seemed to me
that she loved me even more than | her, and at other times it seemed quite the opposite”
(TTopoit mue kazanocw, umo ona n06UM MeHs dadxce 6oavule, Hem s ee, d NOPoll —
naobopom) (5:282). When Sosnovskaya’s feelings toward him appear to cool, it seems
that he affects a change in her attitude toward him when he “began to adopt a cold
restraint in his behavior towards hexra(anr yceausamo cebe xonoonyro coepacannocme
6 oopawenuu ¢ nero) (5:283). She appears to be intrigued and attracted to the same
fickleness in him that he finds so enchanting in her. The difference, however hsthat
fickleness seems to be actively affected, and thus more intentional, roodatea than
Sosnovskaya’s, which appears to simply be her natural state of being. Thisndisugye
fickleness suggests that Elagin is not the instinctive and sincere protabanist
Woodward proposes as ideally Buninian, i.e., he is a “degenerate” from the ileal. T
artifice of Sosnovskaya'’s chosen profession exhibits this same insincerity,ranothe
consequence of the duality of her role. Though Woodward very aptly describes the
relationship between man and nature as seen in Bunin’s works, he draws one unjust
conclusion in his explicit discussion ©he Elagin Affaivhen he says that it offers a
counterpoint to Bunin’s “The Son.”

“The Son” («€eia», 1916) is the story of the rather unremarkable middle-aged

Mme. Marot, a wife and mother, who develops feelings for a young man, the son of one
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of her friends”? The story is often interpreted as being about an affair between a man and
a woman, though the text also supports an interpretation of motherly love, rather than
romantic love. After lengthy descriptions of Mme. Marot’s quotidian exisiéMaeot
rather suddenly and decisively guides Emile to kill her, with the intention that hd woul
then kill himself. But like Elagin, Emile fails to kill himself.

Woodward asserts that Elagin and Sosnovskaya are “rebels” against nature like
Mitya in Mitya’s Love while Emile and Mme. Marot submit themselves to nature, and
that the similarities in the circumstances of the two intended murder/suarieleneant to
underline the fundamental differences between the two sets of protagonistesHetbe
Elagin and Sosnovskaya as “rebels against their biological and sociajéevith which
their spiritual needs are as incompatible as those of Mitya with the loverd{a&l§04).
Woodward sees their desire to “withdraw from the chain” as a rebellionshgaiture.
He concedes, however, that they fulfill their spiritual needs through their lovieg unli
Mitya and Alenka, though he believes that nature condemns them to death because of
their rebellion against it. First of all, to come to such a definite conclusion Blzmim
and Sosnovskaya is too reductive — part of Bunin’s message in the text is that dss alm
impossible to pinpoint human motivations and psychology. Also, Woodward’s
assessment of Elagin and Sosnovskaya totally ignores the charastaonsid here that
support an interpretation of Sosnovskaya as the hand of nature and Elagin as a
“degenerate” who finds meaning and unity with her. If Elagin and Sosnovskaya do find

meaning through sexual love, then it is because they realize their ingsigodibefore

2 Interestingly, “The Son” is based on a real-life murder scandal ¢.1890, just as is Elagin. See Albert
Wehrle, “Bunin’s Story ‘A Son’ and the Chambige Case.” Though | disagree with Woodward’s conclusion
that Elagin is a kind of counterpoint to “The Son,” it is clearly closely related both by the source of its
inspiration and by its themes of death and love.
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forces far greater than themselves, and thus they submit to nature. Iméheag they
desire unity with nature through the same destructive impulse that is found m natur
itself. They seek what Stepun describes in regard to other works asdthralization
of man,’ the dissolution of man in natur€.”So while Woodward’s theory of
“degeneracy” in Bunin's work has serious merit, it seems he has misetezifataginin
respect to this theory. Elagin and Sosnovskaya may be “degenerate,” bdthh andia
inherently, at the onset of their affair, but they find a path to regeneration byttsupm
to nature’s will, not rebelling against it.

To confirm that they submit to nature, the reader need only recall that fateful not
found with Sosnovskaya’s body — “I die not by my own williigparo ne no
coocmeennot sone) (5:267). The prosecutor’'s assumption, and perhaps that of the
narrator and the reader, is that Sosnovskaya means she dies by Elagirasheillthran
her own. However, | suggest that it is also possible that if she has surrenderédoherse
nature, then it is by nature’s will that she dies. The fact that Elaginlgctaaies out
her murder is a result of his own surrender to nature’s will. He may haw hdtenot
according to his own will, either. This explains his statement at the end of théhsiiory
though he may be guilty before the laws of God and man, he is not guilty befor@ her, f
he has done only what was required of him by nature and by his love.

Elagin’s failure to carry out his suicide, likewise, has many possiblarxipbns.
He says that he was overwhelmed by “total indifference” after her muinaé¢the is now
indifferent to the very fact that he is alive. This is consistent with the theatry t
Sosnovskaya is used by nature to guide them back to their primal, physical s&ius, e

that means uniting with nature through death. If Sosnovskaya'’s influence allagus El

30 Woodward, “Eros and Nirvana in the Art of Bunin,” p.578.
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to overcome his degeneracy, then killing his link to nature and inner peace causes Elagin
to lose that connection to instinctual action and return to the degenerate state fthm whi
he suffered before meeting Sosnovskaya. He is overtaken by “total indiffeeuaaise
he has experienced intensely passionate love and now understands how insigndicant a
banal life is without his conduit to nature’s influence, Sosnovskaya. This indiféeienc
not the same as the indifference of nature, which behaves without regard to human
concerns; Elagin’s indifference after the murder is coupled with totalondctrr several
hours — he is indifferent tiois own existence as well as that of others.

There is tremendous tragic irony in Elagin’s murder of Sosnovskaya. He is driven
by his desire to find unity with nature, first through Sosnovskaya and then, ostengibly, b
“withdrawing from the chain,” freeing them both from their physical bodies and
becoming one with nature spiritually. However, in attempting to release Sosratiskay
woman from her earthly existence, he also cuts off his connection with Sosnovskaya the
agent of nature by murdering her, leaving him incapable of completing his plans as he
finds himself in what could be called a state of mental shock. The effect of Bunin
depicting this irony may be to suggest to readers that, while nature and man are, and
should be, inextricably linked, murder/suicide is, on the level of common sense, surely
the wrong course of action in one’s attempt to find unity with nature; on the symbolic
level, however, the motivations for their actions are more consistent with thefslzeid
with Bunin’s artistic philosophy. Nevertheless, even if death actually and pentha
frees them from the “inherent degeneracy” of their physical existehcle®d so at the
expense of the temporary physical love which also allows them to find unity witte na

Thus, the tragic irony of Elagin’s mental shock which prevents him from camwing
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their plans in full may signify, yet again, the paramount importance of physeain
Bunin’s art.

The emotional and psychological extremes exhibited by Sosnovskaya and Elagin,
as well as their struggles with love and self-destruction, speak to afesthee of the
story — the unusual (for Bunin) undercurrent of Dostoevsky and his works. What begins
on the level of the characters continues on the level of the intent of the work within
Bunin’s artistic philosophy. So in order to complete our understanding of the overall

effect of the work, we now turn to Dostoevsky.
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Chapter 3
Bunin and Dostoevsky’s Footsteps

One facet of the story with which many readers struggle, and which in some ways
is the most surprising feature of the work, is the strong Dostoevskian vein in th& story
Robert Bowie makes note of several characteristi€aafin for which he believes
Bunin owed a debt to Dostoevsky. The narrator, a “local resident who takes ast intere
a local scandal” (Bowie, 668-669), is not dissimilar to the narratbhefBrothers
Karamazov Much like the narrator of that work, the thoughts and speech of Bunin’s
narrator are very tightly woven into the quoted testimonies of other charactes, thé
narrator also repeatedly makes the point that multiple logical (and oftenliputua
exclusive) explanations exist for Elagin and Sosnovskaya’s behavior; ‘lewmerguts
both ways,” as one reads@ime and PunishmentBowie concludes his discussion of
Elagin by saying that “Somehow [Bunin] felt out of his elemenElagin.” Though he is
correct to note the similarities betweelagin and Dostoevsky’s novels, Bowie perhaps
stops short of acknowledging the full significance and nature of thesergigsla

In an article addressing Bunin’s relationship to Dostoevsky in two improvisational
oral stories, Yuri Lotman makes a number of observations which also prove valid in

relation toElagin. First, he suggests that Bunin frequently takes an element from a

*1In a letter dated May 28, 1891 to E.M. Shavrova, Anton Chekhov, one of Bunin’s literary idols, made the
following remark regarding the Bartenev/Wisnowska case: “...8 TakomM C/IOXHOM abcyp/ie, KaK KU3Hb
6eaHAKN BUCHOBCKOM, Mor 6bl pa3obpaTtbhea passe oauH TonbKo JocTtoeBckuit” (4:238). It is ultimately
irrelevant whether Bunin knew of this comment, but the fact that Chekhov would note, like Bunin, the
Dostoevskian vein of the story helps to validate Bunin’s choice to use this story as raw material for a
unique, original work dealing with themes that are central to Bunin’s works as a whole.



classical work (even one which he dislikes himself) and by repurposing itaavhis

poetic world, he creates something new and distinctly his own. Lotman discusses this
phenomenon regarding Bunin’s stance t8-t&ntury Russian literature in general. He
contends that Bunin “creates his artistic position as a defense of the whkdisien of
Russian literature” by “rewriting’repenucuvisas) authors and poets of that period

“afresh” zanoso). Frequently, the “lyrical motive” of a story can stem from a few lines
of Fet, Zhukovsky, Baratynsky or even Tolstoy. Among the more well-estadlis
examples of Bunin’s drive to rewrite his predecessors are “Sunstroke” (fhaekhov’s

“The Lady with the Little Dog™* andMitya’s Love(potentially from a number of
Tolstoy’s works)*

In these two oral improvisations recorded by Irina Odoevtseva, Bunin takes his
“inspiration” from an unusual source for him, Dostoevsky. For Bunin, Dostoevagy w
the “Petersburg writer,” whose works exist outside of nature and its beaapunSt
observes that in Dostoevsky, nature is “spiritualized” or “humanized,” while in Banin, i
is man that is “naturalized” Bunin himself believed that Dostoevsky “did not have the
gift to see and describe natur.In the first of these two stories, Bunin transforms the
image of a moonlit night fror@rime and Punishmemito “an active participant of the

love scenes, a space for love” (Lotman 3:182-183). | suggest tldagim, Bunin

32 For one examination of this connection, see Richard Porter’s “Bunin’s ‘A Sunstroke’ and Chekhov’s ‘The
Lady with the Dog.”” South Atlantic Bulletin 42 (1977): 51-56.

% Lotman, 3: 172. Lotman notes that Gorky made the connection between Mitya’s Love and The Kreutzer
Sonata, and both Gorky and Shklovsky noted Bunin’s “opueHTauus...Ha Tpex BeIMKUX KNacCuKoB.”
Woodward calls Gorky’s assessment of Mitya’s Love “totally misguided”, and notes that the story has
greater resonance with Tolstoy’s The Devil, though Bunin apparently had never read it (see Woodward,

“Eros and Nirvana in the Art of Bunin,” p. 583; also Bitsilli, p. 280).
*Qtd. in Woodward, Ivan Bunin, p. 22.
*Qtd. in Lotman, p. 173.
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seems to be further developing a Dostoevskian theme with which he began to struggle
almost ten years earlier in “Noosiform Ears”: that of “crime without ghument.”

In “Noosiform Ears” (&letnmucteie ymu», 1917), Bunin presents a very striking
and frightening character in Adam Sokolovich. Unlike Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov, who
struggles and is consumed by his crime and its consequences (his punishment),
Sokolovich murders perhaps an even more innocent woman than Raskolnikov, apparently
with no moral reservations or regrets, and then the story abruptly ends. Tlheatfact t
Sokolovich explicitly refers to Dostoevsky’'s novel — and very condescendinglyt at tha
is no small wink and nudge to the reader that Bunin is addressing his nenmesisf fa
themes. Unlike the end @frime and Punishmermt which Raskolnikov finds absolution
and redemption for his sins through suffering and Christianity, the reader carkmewer
what happens to Sokolovich. In the world of the story, his crime comes without any
moral repercussions. Indeed, one might even question the degree to which the murder is
even considered a crime, which also recalls Raskolnikov’s question regarding the
“extraordinary man,” a human for whom anything is permissible and eaath$ydre not
applicable. In this respect, Sokolovich can even appear to be an answer to Svidrigailov,
Raskolnikov’s “double” who lacks the latter’'s conscience. In fact, Svidrigailov
ultimately commits suicide, presumably because he can no longer bear the burden of his
crimes, so Sokolovich proves to be at least as monstrous in his apparently regiorseles
murder of the prostitute Korol'’kova. Bowie, along with Thomas Gaiton Marullo,
suggests that in “Noosiform Ears,” Bunin offers a rather scathing parodystb&vsky’s
Crime and Punishmentlepicting the kind of character who commits “crimes without any

kind of punishment at all” (4:389). This connection is significant because it not only
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offers precedent for what will be seerBlagin, but because the connections between
“Noosiform Ears” and'he Elagin Affaimwill prove to be very enlightening themselves.

There are a number of similarities between the protagonists of the twesstori
Sokolovich and Elagin, though their physical characteristics are profoundleditfer
Sokolovich is described as large and powerful, but he is also “ungaiabyrgonsii,

4:386) and has awkwardly long arms, legs, and feet. Elagin is short, “puywyis(i,

5:262), and freckled, and he also has “unusually thin le@®bbixrnosenno monxue

noeu, 5:262). In short, both protagonists are described rather unflatteringly. Moreover,
both characters are referred to at some point as “degenerates”: Sokoldsitincself a
suipoook (“degenerate”, black sheep), while the narratdélafjin quotes the prosecutor

as referring to Elagin’s “degenerate features.”

Marullo goes further and suggests that, in addition to his physical features, eve
Sokolovich’s name speaks to his “degeneracy.” “As Adam he recalls the sihfrd dét
'mankind'’; as Sokolovich, he evokes the imageswkalor “falcon,” intimating that he
has striven for the ideal, but, like Icarus, has perished in the att&mphis connection
to Icarus seems rather tenuous in my opinion. While the origin of Sokolovich’s name in
the wordsokolis clear, there may be other layers of meaning in his name. Bunin has a
very sensitive ear for the sounds of words as well as their lexical meanikhgegister;
sokolcould come not just from “falcon”, but from the sounds ekbt” in
“Raskolnikov”, meaning that Sokolovich is, in a way, “son of RaskolnikRovThis

makes the connection to and renunciation of Sokolovich’s progenitor still more explicit,

% Marullo, “Crime without Punishment: lvan Bunin’s ‘Loopy Ears.”” p. 617.

¥ of course, the etymology of Raskolnikov’s name from raskol (split) is also pertinent here, as it can speak
to the conflict that Elagin feels in his life, as well.
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as Sokolovich does not suffer from Raskolnikov’s indecisiveness. However, even though
both male protagonists are described physically as degenerates, thertesjed their
emotional and psychological degeneracy diverge rather significantly iodingecof their
respective storie®.

Though Sokolovich and Elagin initially suffer from a similar degeneracy, they
subsequently develop very differently. Elagin seems to struggle with hisiip e
world before meeting Sosnovskaya, a “playboyobrcucamens, 5:271), “crazy...from
an idle, rowdy life” Qwanenwiii...om npazonou, pasnyzoannou scusnu, 5:272) as his
defense attorney refers to him. But after falling for Sosnovskaya andexxpeg the
sincere love of which only a man connected to nature is capable, he wishes to remain
with her to maintain his connection to nature to make his earthly life more bearable.
Sokolovich’s degeneracy, however, rampages unchecked. He does not appear to see
anything positive in the world around him, let alone find love in himself for other human
beings. Woodward even concludes that the detail of Sokolovich being a “former sailor”
is significant because it suggests that he has abandoned the sea, one of the mhost pote
sources of nature’s life-forc8. This is a critical detail, for it completes not only
Sokolovich’s physical degeneracy, but also his moral degeneracy. He shows no overt
remorse for the murder, as he settles up his bill with the innkeeper and rejoirsattie cr
of workers in the gloomy St. Petersburg morning. Though Elagin claims to be bgize

“total indifference” after the murder and does not explicitly expressnmsamnhe also does

% Though the analysis here is confined to the connections between the two male protagonists, Marullo
makes the excellent observation that “by equating desire with self-destruction, she [Korol’kova]
foreshadows Bunin’s Sosnovskaia in The Elagin Affair’ (“Crime without Punishment,” 621).

3 Woodward, Ivan Bunin: A Study of His Fiction, p. 122.
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not seamlessly reintegrate into society, nor does it seem that he would have had he not
confessed and been arrested and tried for the murder. Thus, Elagin is able to overcome
his social degeneracy, and attempt to find unity with Sosnovskaya and “dissttve” i
nature, while Sokolovich shows no such development and remains, in the end, as
“degenerate” as he was in the beginning.

Ultimately, one must consider the possibility that, just as “Noosiform Eeas”
meant as a parody @frime and PunishmenBunin intended he Elagin Affaimot
simply as an experiment with Dostoevskian themes, but as a corrective to thewf. One
the most telling features of the story in this regard is actually one thiasést in its final
published form.Elagin was originally published with a final chapter in which Elagin is
convicted and sentenced to ten years of penal servitude, not unlike Raskolnikov’s eight
year-sentence i@rime and PunishmentHowever, in preparinglagin for publication in

the collectionThe Knotted Ears and other stori@$etiucTeie viiiu u Apyrue pacckassl),

Bunin excised the chapter in which Elagin is conviéfetius ending the story with
Elagin’s exclamation that “No! | may be guilty before the laws afmhanay be guilty
before God, but not in her eyesHdm, nem! Moocem 6vimo, 51 6unosam nepeod 1100CKuM
3aKoHOM, 8UHOBAM neped bocom, Ho e nepeo neil!) (5:296). Ending the story this way,
with no resolution, achieves a more pointed effect on the reader and also adheres mor
closely to the style for which Bunin became famous.

In fact, there is a precedent for precisely this type of editing decision in

“Noosiform Ears.” Bunin worked on a number of variations of “Noosiform Ears” in

40 Bunin, Cob. cou., 5: 527.
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which the story in its published form was only the beginning of thé"‘tafemong the

various continuations of the story are those in which Sokolovich is caught aftemntlee cri
and brazenly recounts the murder to the policemen who arrive, one in which Sokolovich
successfully escapes after the murder and subsequently sends a vathamgr

description of the murder and his thoughts abolitand yet another in which

Sokolovich is eventually arrested and then, in his written statement to the palices f

his account of his actions as “The plot for a small novel as the consequence of human
cowardice never before seen in humane literatW&bem ons neborvuwozo pomana,
gcieocmeue yenoseyeckoll mpycocmu euje He NOABIABULECOCH 6 MB}ZLL;HOﬁ Jzumepamype)

(4:494). The irony of Sokolovich acknowledging that he is a fictional character and
suggesting that his actions are somehow a consequence of human cowardice oever bef
seen in “humane literature” is difficult to underestimate. Needless toN@gsiform

Ears” would be a significantly different work had any of these variants [ of the

final published version of the story. Just as is the caseBbt{in, the material that was
eventually removed (or simply never included) is enlightening both in its ownamght
because of its ultimate exclusion.

Many of Bunin’s stories of this period make use of very abrupt or oblique endings
to achieve a heightened sense of suspense and then shock on the reader (e.g., “The
Cranes” (Kypasnu»), “The Calf's Head” (€ensubs ronoska»), as well as many stories
in Dark Avenues Though a thorough exploration of this element of Bunin’s poetics is

beyond the scope of this paper, one effect of this technique in this work is that the

*Ibid, 4:492.

*In this variant, Sokolovich refers to Korol’kova’s corpse as having been suffocated by his “paw,” a
physically atavistic, “degenerate” detail which is surely not coincidental (lbid, 4:493).
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boundaries oElagin's world are very sharply defined. The story begins with the

narrator’s descriptions of the events to follow as both “very simple” and “vergleain

and his statement that Cornet Elagin’s case resembles both a “dime novel” aod dhe pl

a “profound literary work.” And in its final form, the story ends with Elagin’£g8m

of his innocence “before her eyes,” even if he may also be guilty before man and God.
Though the woman to whom he refers here is presumed to be Sosnovskaya, he could also
be referring to nature, which is also grammatically feminine in Russidunin is

suggesting that the two protagonists are acting as conduits for naturenagflin the

story, it would follow that Elagin should not feel guilty before nature and her laws; i

fact, he should — and the vehemence of his assertions suggest that he does — feel that he
has done his duty as prescribed to him by nature. The symmetry of the unfinglinébil

both the opening and closing passages in the story’s final form is much more powerful
than the story’s original published form and speaks very strongly to Bunin’s numivat

to excise the original last chapter and strengthen the corrective asfiexstdry as a

whole.

In my opinion, there is yet another interpretation of Bunin’s decision to excise the
final chapter and end the story with Elagin’s testimony, one which reflects bath’8®
connection to classic fcentury Russian literature and also his departure from that
tradition. Lotman describes a dominant theme, a “narrative link” based in mythology
between many works and authors of thB-&&ntury — that of resurrection. In many
classical myths, the hero may die, travel to hell, and then emerge froanasti,
changed man. Lotman suggests that this pattern of “death, hell, resurrestion” i

transformed into one of “transgression, exile to Siberia, resurrectionialbpen the
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works of Gogol and DostoevsKy. | suggest that Bunin may be engaging this idea
(offering his corrective) witllagin.

In the original ending oElagin, the reader is presented not only with Elagin’s
conviction — confirmation of his transgression — but also his sentence: tentyeard a
labor amopea).** Following the mythological trajectory, Elagin’s resurrection would be
all but guaranteed. By removing the conclusion of Elagin’s guilt along witfinizle
chapter, Bunin also eliminates the possibility of resurrection for hisguoist. He does
not do this solely to distinguish Elagin from the Dostoevskian protagonists to whom he is
related; Bunin may be using Elagin to explicitly illustrate the lack ofdhiept of
resurrection in his works.

Just as love, especially atavistic, unrestrained love, casts the banaligyyafaay
life into sharp relief, death reminds us of the fragility of life and the impoetaf those
intense, albeit often brief, emotions (especially brief in Bunin’s fiction). Bemin to
suggest that there is even the possibility of another kind of existence afteredem the
figurative death of penal exile, would be to betray the significance offide him, life,
both its exalted moments of ecstasy and its otherwise menial, quotidian features
significant precisely because it is all we can be sure that we have, amdt ghaver,
there may be nothing left. To promise more than that would be dishonest and

disrespectful of life itself.

* For a better understanding of Gogol’s intentions with the lost second volume of Dead Souls, see Yuri
Mann, B nonckax »kunsoi aywun: «MepTseble AyLIn»: NUCaTEeIb — KOUTUKA — YnTtatenb, Moscow: 1984.

* As one last note on “Noosiform Ears”: in one of the variant endings, Sokolovich is described as “one of
those few who break their backs at hard labor (kamopea), and one of the very many who walk free”,
which serves as yet another example of Bunin’s denial of resurrection for these characters.
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In short, the most probable explanation for Bunin’s excision of this chapter is as a
response to what some see as the shortcomin@smé and PunishmentDostoevsky’s
artistic (and perhaps theological) decision to include an epilogue, in which laésreve
Raskolnikov’s “death” through penal labor and subsequent “resurrection,” detiteoy
ambivalence and suspense that make the rest of the novel so successful by ending a
polyphonic work with a monological conclusidh.In similar fashion, Bunin’s original
inclusion of a chapter that resolves the plot, even while allowing for multiple
interpretations of the events, does find Elagin guilty, even if only “beforeseah
man.” By removing this chapter, Bunin contains the world of the story only to the
recapitulation of the events through the court proceedings, thus leaving thrs teade
come to their own conclusions (or not to comargconclusion) about Elagin and
Sosnovskaya’s actions and their consequences; he thus allows the work to remain
“polyphonic” throughout, to an extent. This final ending is more faithful to one of the
themes of the story, that of ambiguity. If Bunin indeed intended this story asetiv@rr
to Crime and Punishmenit would appear that he succeeded in creating a story that
struggles with the same theme of irresolvable ambiguity but — appropradelys not
come to any final conclusions on its own.

It is truly remarkable that Bunin chose to tackle some of the features thmedlef
Dostoevsky’s art in Elagin: narrative polyphony and the unfinalizability of ma
Bakhtin’s understanding of these terms), as well as the extremes of humamnemot
Perhaps, even though his public comments regarding Dostoevsky and his works always

displayed some cynicism for the much-lauded author, Bunin did come to appreciate the

* See chapter one of Mikhail Bakhtin’s Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics («Mpo6aembl NO3TUKMK
JoctoeBcKoro»).
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poetics of the Dostoevskian text. Of course, even if that is the case, Bunin’s work on
Elagin clearly shows that he felt he could contribute something to this discourse on
irresolvable ambiguity and make his own mark, as he did with the works of many other

authors from the ®century.

In the endThe Elagin Affairwill always be an anomaly to a certain degree; many
aspects of this story are undeniably “un-Buninian.” However, by exantiiaggn on
the levels of style, characterization, and its manifestation of Bunin’swegatilosophy,
one can see that the story has as many features in common with the rest of Bunin’s
oeuvre as it does distinctive, singular ones. Though the style of the work is somewhat
idiosyncratic, it nevertheless fits within Bunin’s accepted canon when its rglefe
narration, modernism, and occasional moments of poetic language are takendotd.ac
Once Sosnovskaya is understood as an agent of nature’s influence in an otheneise ste
environment, the relationship between the characters and nature becomes cliéar and f
very neatly with Bunin’s creative philosophy as expressed in other works.hA&nd t
surprising Dostoevskian vein of the story can be understood when it is connected to
precedents of similar themes in earlier works. Shklovsky, as early as 1914, wr
“Recently, Bunin is again at a crossroads. He is clearly drawn to new gensasew
theme, to a different, less typical style” and, in referencing Bunin’s pde@atling”
(«BoBw»), in which Bunin writes of his call to “new wanderingsi¢sie ckumanws),
Shklovsky asks “What will he find in these new wanderingg®gin is surely an
example of the new genres, themes, and style which Shklovsky noted were in Bunin’s

future. In shortElaginis very consistent with Bunin’s overall artistic philosophy, and
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the “un-Buninian” features of the story can all be traced to other individual works of
Bunin’s, soElagin’'s true peculiarity is its combination of all these features in a single
work.

The Elagin Affairdeserves to be accepted as part of Bunin’s standard canon, for
not only does it explore the same themes and wrestle with the same questions as more
accepted works lik#litya’s Love “Sunstroke,” “Noosiform Ears,” “Light Breathing,” or
evenDark AvenuesndThe Life of Arsenievt does so in fascinatingly different ways
which can help to illuminate Bunin’s creative philosophy more fully and ifitesthe

complexity of his talent to new generations of readers.
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