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INTRODUCTION

This essay will attempt to clarify the mysterious dedication
of Pushkin’s poem, Poltava, without reviving the endless dis-
cussion of the merit of the biographical method, which (like
everything under the sun) has good and bad points.” To some
extent, I use the biographical method in the following work,
although I do not agree with the notion that a work of art can be
a copy of the author’s life, a naive simplification to which some
opponents try to reduce the whole problem. The poet quite often
might be stimulated to creativity by his personal experiences.
And yet, nobody but the poet himself can truthfully say where
in his work there is Dichtung and where Wahrheit. Nevertheless,
in some cases, it is interesting and useful to try to evaluate an
artistic work as a reflection of the author’s actual experience.
There is always margin for error, of course, but there also can
result a clarifying illumination. I do not intend to make a fetish
of the biographical method. On the other hand, neither am I
afraid to seek its aid merely because it is not the literary vogue
nowadays. Waclaw Lednicki, the eminent Pushkinist of the Uni-
versity of California at Berkeley, in his letter of August 21, 1961,
wrote me amusingly about one gentleman who, in his modest
writing, had paid homage to the biographical method all his life,
but in his autumnal days he became a fierce enemy of this
method, because it is no more fashionable. Obviously, this is
not a worthy example to follow.
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The importance of Volkonskaya in Pushkin’s life is not a
new problem in the poet’s biography. But I would like to review
it here in connection with the poet’s dedication of Poltava,
offering some new evidence derived from details of Pushkin’s
letters and from his poetic descriptions of his heroines. Pushkin’s
poem about the portrait of Volkonskaya, painted in 1826 by
Sokolov, to my knowledge has never been considered in the
treatment of the poet’s feelings toward Volkonskaya. However,
I can hardly claim to present here a completely exhaustive
research, due to the unavailability in America of all the litera-
ture on the subject. Yet, I believe this to be the first over-all
concise treatment of this question in English.

Jonn P. PauLs
University of Cincinnati

October 27, 1961






PusukIN’s DEpicaTioN oF PovrTava
AND PriNcEss MariyA VOLKONSKAYA

Erwin Koschmieder
zum 65. Geburtstag

Mariya, the heroine of Alexander Pushkin’s historic
poem Poltava (1828, published 1829), was a historical char-
acter, and her real name was Matrena Kochubey.® Why then did
Pushkin change her name in his epic? The prominent Soviet
Pushkinist, Boris V. Tomashevsky, in his annotations to Push-
kin’s works, insists that the name, Matrena, ‘“carries with it
assoclations not fitting for the heroine of an epical poem.”*
To prove his point, Tomashevsky quotes three variations from
Pushkin’s first draft, which the poet rejected, after trying the
names Nataliya, Matrena, and Anna. It is possible that the name,
Matrena, which is rather common among Russian peasants, did
not sound right to the poet’s ear. However, it is hard to believe
that such a great master of rhythm and rhyme as Pushkin would
reject all three of them because of their poor euphony, and in the
final draft accept the name, Mariya, out of aesthetic or technical
reasons only. Tomashevsky himself mentions that “the dedi-
cation of the poem in the first draft was accompanied by an
annotation: [in English] ‘I love this sweet name.”” Why was
the name, Mariya, so sweet to Pushkin and why did he love it?
Certainly not out of devotion to the Virgin Mary, Mother of
Jesus, about whom seven years earlier he had written a sensuous
poem, Gavriliada (1821), irreverent, although not militantly
anti-Christian in tone, in the style of Voltaire and Parny. The
answer to this question can be found only in Pushkin’s poetry,
letters, biographical data, and in the writings of his contem-
poraries.
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one who had once loved that “modest soul” so deeply and trag-
ically, could have written such a dedication. But the poet’s words
are not only an expression of his own disappointment in love.
There is also an immense compassion for the tragic fate of the
beloved one, because the phrase “your sad desert” implies the
poet’s concern for her present unhappiness.

In the rough draft of the dedication, the original line for
“your sad desert” (Tvoya pechal’naya pustynya) was “the cold
desert of Siberia” (Sibiri khladnaya pustynya). On this ground,
P. E. Shchegolev,” in 1911, decided that Poltava was dedicated
to heroic Princess Mariya Nikolayevna Volkonskaya, nee Rayev-
skaya (1805-1863), who on December 27, 1826, left Moscow for
Siberia to voluntarily join her exiled husband, Major General,
Prince Sergey G. Volkonsky (1788-1865), who had been de-
prived of title, property, and civil rights. He was sentenced there
to twenty years of hard labor in the mines of Nerchinsk and
life-long exile to Siberia for his part in the Decembrist uprising
(1825). Furthermore, Shchegolev, after painstaking research,
concluded that Mariya Volkonskaya was Pushkin’s well-con-
cealed but often mentioned platonic ““secret love” (utayonnaya
lyubov’), about whom there was and still is so much controversy
among his biographers. Tomashevsky, however, thinks that,
“such a conclusion one cannot regard as convincing, and that here
‘the cold desert of Siberia’ has more metaphorical sense than
geographical meaning. In any case, we do not have a satisfactory
explanation as to whom the dedication was actually addressed.”
(IV,564)

Ernest J. Simmons, in his biography of Pushkin, also insists
(following Tomashevsky) that: ‘“Whether his famous dedication
to Poltava refers to Mariya and her unhappy fate will perhaps
always remain a mystery.””® Henri Troyat, another Western
Pushkin biographer, when speaking of the time Pushkin lived in
the Crimea at Gursuf with the Rayevsky family, says that Push-
kin’s first poems date from this period, in which he emphasized
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as his “secret love.” Some of his biographers tried to locate her
in the North, and others in the South of Russia. The poet,
Nekrasov, could thus be regarded as the first advocate of the --.
“southern” theory. Ten years later, A. I. Nezelyonov (1882)
suggested Princess M. A. Golitsyna of Petersburg as a possible
“secret love” of northern origin, and this was later advocated
by M. O. Gershenson (1908). Still later in 1923, P. K. Hubner,
supporting the “northern” hypothesis, came up with the name
of Princess Nataliya V. Kochubey (married name, Countess
Stroganova).'® The reason there were several names suggested
for the “northern” hypothesis was because, before meeting
Mariya Rayevskaya, Pushkin had frequently written about his
“great” loves. But that was merely a poetical device because
persistence and depth were lacking. It is on this ground, I am
rejecting these names.

Returning to the “southern” theory, it should be mentioned
that before Shchegolev, as early as 1890, G. O. Bulashev had
proclaimed Mariya Volkonskaya as the “secret love” of Push-
kin.” After Shchegolev (1911), B. Sokolov** (1922), and A.
Briickner (1922), also came out for Mariya. The latter did not
mention Mariya’s name, however, but, referring to her as “one”
of Rayevsky’s daughters, said: “her figure appears in the album
of erotic poetry over a period of many years like the Maryla
of Mickiewicz; for her he dedicated Poltava also, without men-
tioning her name at any time.””* The finest insight into Pushkin’s
love for Mariya Volkonskaya and her influence upon his
creativity was given by W. Lednicki (1926).* Also, M. A. -
Tsyavlovsky, another prominent Soviet Pushkinist (according
to Lednicki), supported the “southern” theory. The Russian
Diaspora accepted Shchegolev’s “southern” theory as well.’

Pushkin met the Rayevsky family in Yekaterinoslav in 1820.
Lieutenant General Nikolay Nikolayevich Rayevsky, a national
hero of the War of 1812, was going to the Caucasus. With him °
were his younger son, Nikolay, whom Pushkin had already
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who later served as the model for haughty Marina Mnishek in
Pushkin’s tragedy Boris Godunov (1825, published 1831). “My
Marina is a great woman,” wrote the poet on September 13,
1825, to his friend, Prince P. A. Vyazemsky, “a real Katerina
Orlova. Do you know her? But don’t tell this to anyone”
(X,181). Of course, Pushkin was in love with her too, and he
put her name on the “Don Juan List” under the “casual loves,”
under the name “Katerina III” (VIII,529), so that some critics
wanted to identify her as the ‘‘secret love.” But the role of
Marina Mnishek and the epithets given her by the poet, such as,
“haughty Marina, proud Polish maiden (gordaya polyachka),
rebellious, viper,” could hardly have been associated with the
object of his greatest love. Besides, Katerina definitely does not
fit the description in the dedication, nor in Poltava itself, in
which the physical description of Mariya seems to be in accord-
ance with all opinions of Mariya Rayevskaya.

As the most serious argument against Mariya Volkonskaya,
some biographers quote her own misgivings about the poet’s love
for her, expressed in her Memoirs. 1 think, however, we can
easily understand the caution and mistrust of a young perceptive
girl when we realize what a Don Juan Pushkin was at that time,
s0 much so that women even called him the “Arabian devil.”
“As a poet,” wrote Mariya, “Pushkin thought it his duty to be
in love with all the pretty women and young girls whom he met.”
And here Mariya described how, as a fifteen-year-old girl, on a
trip to the Caucasus with Ler family and Pushkin, she had
stopped near Taganrog by the seashore to play with the waves,
and Pushkin later immortalized this in Yevgeny Onegin, chapter
one, stanza XXXIII, in the beautiful verses:

Kak ya zavidoval volnam,

Begushchim buynoy cheredoyu

S lyubov’yu lech’ k yeyo nogam.

Kak ya zhelal togda s volnami
Kosnut’sya milykh nog ustami. (V,24)"
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This tenderness is absolutely inconsistent with the character of
Pushkin’s Mazeppa. Besides, Mariya, in Poltava is not Mazep-
pa’s “wife”” but only a mistress. The word “wife” is no doubt
but an allusion to Prince Sergey Volkonsky, who while impris-
oned in the fortress, or working in the mines of Siberia, in the
poet’s imagination could have had such reflections about his
beloved wife, Mariya, who was pushed into that marriage
(1825), by her parents, and had not even known of his activities
in the Decembrist conspiracy. Mariya’s family, and probably
Pushkin too, as their devoted friend, could not forgive Prince
Sergey, who being 17 years older than she, married her while
playing a most dangerous role as conspirator and revolutionary,
eager to change the Russian autocracy into a constitutional mon-
archy or republic by force, Thus, Pushkin’s conclusion is highly
appropriate in Prince Sergey’s situation:

V odnu telegu vpryach’ nemozhno

Konya i trepetnuyu lan’ .

Zabylsya ya neostorozhno:

Teper’ plachu bezumstva dan’ . . . (1V,282)

Princess Mariya, after finally learning the truth about her
husband and still ill after her recent confinement and troubled
by a severe inflammation of her leg, left her infant, Nikolenka,
with her paternal aunt, Countess Branicka, in Byela Tserkov
and took a long journey to St. Petersburg in order to see, save,
or if necessary, follow her unfortunate husband to wherever he
might be sent. Her father, family and all her friends tried to
dissuade her from that decision. They even used the influence
of the Emperor. The Empress cried after she learned of her
determination to leave her child and parents, her comfortable
life in European Russia, and to share all hardships with her
husband in “the sad desert” or “the cold desert of Siberia,” as
Pushkin expressed it in the dedication of Poltava. Emperor
Nikolay I, being unable to stop her; tried to persuade her, to
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In addition, I would like to give the viewpoint of V. G.
Belinsky, one of Russia’s most articulate literary critics. He
admired Pushkin’s Mariya for her “proud, firm and decisive
character,” her ability to love a true hero against all odds, but—
according to Belinsky—she did not find that hero in Mazeppa.
This mistake was her misfortune, but not her guilt. “Mariya,
as a woman, is great in this mistake.” And Belinsky’s conclusion
was: “The creative brush of Pushkin painted many women’s
portraits for us, but nothing better was created than the charac-
ter of Mariya. What is that Tatyana, glorified and highly over-
rated by many in the past and at present, that mixture of rustic
dreaminess with urban reasonableness, in comparison with
Mariya.”” Belinsky, of course, was not alone in passing severe
judgment on Tatyana, but for the majority of Russians, she
was and still is Pushkin’s most glorious creation. Nevertheless,
Belinsky very accurately underlined Mariya’s character, which
had so many parallels with Mariya Volkonskaya’s, although
there were some differences. Princess Volkonskaya, after encoun-
tering many difficulties, joined her husband in Siberia in 1827
and stayed with him there until his amnesty in 1856, when they
returned to Moscow and then went to Voronki near Chernigov,
where their daughter, Yelena S. Kochubey, was living.

Pushkin’s interest in Mariya did not end with her departure
to Siberia. In Petersburg, in February, 1828, Mariya’s two-
year-old son died, and Pushkin wrote an epitaph for him, which
was engraved on his gravestone:

V siyar’ye, v radostnom pokoye

U trona vechnogo Tvortsa,

S ulybkoy on glyadit v izgnanie zemnoye,
Blagoslovlyaet mat’ i molit za otsa. (111,91,493).

Mariya learned of this tragedy one year later, from her father
who sent her Pushkin’s epitaph. In a letter to her father of
May 11, 1829, she answered: “I read and reread the epitaph
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for this omission. First, Pushkin was almost obsessed by the
idea of keeping Mariya’s name secret. To write more openly
at that time would have meant betraying his treasured secret to
the curious public, and this would have been contrary to Push-
kin’s nature. Secondly, the Decembrist women were admired
and almost worshipped at that time in Russia. We read this in
the letter of Prince P. A. Vyazemsky to A. I. Turgenev, on
January 26, 1827: “Recently we saw passing through Moscow,
Muravyeva-Chernysheva and Volkonskaya-Rayevskaya. What
an exciting and noble sacrifice. Thanks to the women, we have
a few beautiful pages in our history. One saw in them, not an
exalted fanaticism, but the pure, quiet humility of martyrdom,
which does not seek glory, but acts in accordance with all-
embracing sympathy. There was nothing for the gallery. Be-
sides, where do we have a gallery? Where is public opinion?”’**

Thus, Pushkin’s silence perhaps expressed the highest rever-
ence to Mariya, the more noble way to respect the great tragedy
of the beloved woman. Thirdly, such a great artist as Pushkin
was able to put his personal tragedy skillfully and unnoticeably
into his art, as we can see in the dedication to Poltava where the
subtle hint of her “sad desert”” and “the last sound” of her voice
has that tender echo of the last meeting. Furthermore, “some
echo” of that meeting can be read between the lines in Yevgeny
Onegin, in Chapter VIII, where Onegin’s impression of the
second meeting with Tatyana could easily have been the poet’s
own experience:

“Uzhel’. ona? No tochno... Net ...

Kak! iz glushi stepnykh seleniy ... (V,173)
Chto s nim? v kakom on strannom sne!

Chto shevel’nulos’ v glubine

Dushi kholodnoy i lenivoy ?

Dosada? suyetnost’ ? il’ vnov’

Zabota yunosti—lyubov’ ? (V,175)
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