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ABSTRACT

LEONID LEONOV'S VOR:

A SOVIET PARADISE LOST

- There is a striking contrast in the assessments by
Western critics of the two variants of Leonid Leonov's

novel, Vor (The Thief): whereas the original version (1927)

is frequently acclaimed as the finest and most artistically
honest of all his literary endeavours, Leonov's revision of
the work (1959) is generally viewed as evidence of his final
capitulation to the dictates of socialist realist doctrine.

The present study was initiated as an attempt to
elucidate certain obscure thematic and symbolic elements
perceived during a concentrated examihation of the first
novel only. Gradually, ﬁowever, as the significance of these
elements became increasingly more evident, attention was
shifted to the revision to determine whether or not they had
survived the destructive influences of indoctrination and
time. If they had been preserved; énd.the difficulties
arrising from the obscurity of théir presentation could be
overcome, then Leonov's tarnished réputation in the West
was decidedly undesérved.

Surprisingly, those elements most crucial to the

elusive message of the original have not merely survived,

but haVe often been clarified and elaborated as well. The

iii



iv

key to tﬁeir undérsfandihgllieé in.the reccgnitionvof.a“level
of narration "higher" than that of the everyday reality of
socially and politically oriented circumstances and events.
For, in addition to his concern with topical iésues, Leonov
reveals a profound interest in the great metaphysical con-
flicts that are eternaily re-enacted within the confines of
the human soul. The vehicle for his depiction of these con-
flicts is a network of symbolism, primarily Biblical in ori-
gin, which has as its basis the epic myth of "Paradise Lost."
~ The exegesis of this symbolic framework has been divided-
into five chapters: 1I) Intrcduction, II) Paradise Lost,

ITT) Paradise ﬁegained, IV) Paradise Rejected, or the Theory
of Progress, and V) Conclusions.

Chapter I sets the stage for the analysis by placing
the tragic "riddle" of human existence (the conflict of Good
versus Evil) in the context of the "ﬁarch of the'generations,"
or history.

Chapter II shows how the metaphysical rebellion (or
"fall") of Dmitfy Vekshin (Leonov's "universal Adam") is re-
flected in the symbolic nucleus of the novel, ‘the "blighted
birch," and outlines the implicatiohs of this parallel for
the fates of Vekshin and of Russié.

As the tragedy of the fallen Adam led to the promiée
of the risen Christ) so the spiritual death signified by Vek-
shin's own "fall" leads to thc potentiality of his ."rebirth."
Chapter III locates Lecﬁov's discussion of this possibility

in a polyphonic schematization of characters and events that



is highly reminiscent of Dostoevsky.
| Chéptér IV focuses on Vekshin's rejection of salva-

tion and on the revised novel's greatly elaborated "theory
of human progress," in which Leonov describes the conflict
between "happiness" and "hope," between consideration for
individual human beings and the abstract idea of a "greater
human good." Dmitry Vekshin's rejection of "Paradise". |
bultimately signifies the author's>own iack of faitﬁ in thé
Communist ideal. |

" In conclusion, Chapter V discusses specific indica-
tions of Leonov's awareness of the subversive nature of his
ideas, and of the dangers to which he is consequently exposed.

It is a highly ironic measure of his succéss that
Leonov's survival in Soviet society should have won hiﬁ such
acélaim in the Soviet Union and such condemnation in the
free world. 1In any case, his achievéments as an.artist have
been attained at immense personal cost, and it is time they

were recognized for their true value.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Any study of Leonid Leonov's novel The Thief.(Vor)
inevitably involves some degree of comparison between the
original version, first published in 1927,' and the major
additions and revisions of the second version, published
in 1959. Many speculations haye been offered to explain
the apﬁearance of a substantially new and different novel
at a time when re—publication of the oriéinal had finally
become possible. The majority of Western critics has \
taken the revision to be significative of the final step
in the capitulatidn of Leonov, in what is very negatively
viewed as the author's final "sellout" to the demands of
socialist realism. At the more moderate end of the spectrum
of criticism directed against Leonov are the views of Marc
Slonim and E.J. Simmons, who express the opinion that the
creative potential of the writer has failed to achieve full
realization. "It is probable," writes Slonim, "that his
deliberate endeavors to conform limited his freedom of self-
expression and curbed his natural development."2 Simmons
contends that the beginning of Leonov's decline as an artis-
tic innovator coincides with his completion of the first

version of The Thief.



Leonov was never again to exercise so completely
the free spirit of creative independence which
artistically dignifies this novel. For in his
next effort, the fellow-traveler heeded the
" "social command" for fiction that would further
the purpose of the Communist Party. 3
At the other extreme is the position taken by such
critics as Vera Alexandrova, Helen Muchnic,4 and David
Burg. Of these three, the latter presents the most arti--
culate and also the most scathing condemnation of the
stance adopted by Leonov during the years to come. Having
arrived -at the conclusion that the "novel originally deal-
ing with the problems raised by the Revolution has become
an affirmation of the righteousness of its objectives,"5
Burg presents the following indictment of Leonov's revision

and of its inclusion, and the omissiorn of the original, in

‘the new,.updated Collected Works:

~

What compelled Leonov to devote so much time to
an accounting with his own past, and just at this
time? Previously, his past had not caused him
worry. It had been forgotten; he had atoned for
it. But now, it appeared, there had suddenly
come to the surface in the popular consciousness
-an epoch once discarded. Many of the strictest
tabus connected with that pre-Stalinist, post-
Soviet time which provides the setting for The
Thief were falling away. There was nothing to
prevent the novel from appearing in print. This
Leonov could not permit. Embracing the "new mo-
rality"--the morality of devotion to the state
which carries out the will of history--he had
long since renounced the humanism which had in-
spired him in the 1920's and suppressed his natu-
ral interest in the manifold variety of life.
Thus, Leonov's inner evolution came full circle.
His past, with its esthetic problems and the ques-
tions which he had once asked of life, had unex-



pectedly become urgent once again. Left untouched,

The Thief would have provided too strong an argu-

ment against the conclusions to which the writer

had come during the course of his life. 6

Official Soviet criticism has been fairly consistent

in its assessmen£ of the changes. Early reaction to the
appearance of the new version contained the suggestion
that the purpose of the revision was to correct the ideolo-
gical errors of the original. An example of this is E.V.
Starikova's introduction to the revision.7 Later criti-
cism, however, has been much more cautious about assigning
infiuence to external or official demands, and Starikova
herself in a subsequent article described the two novels as
being "permeated by Leono&'s argument with himself, the
argument of a sixty-year-old writer with a twenty-five year

old one."8

V.A. Kovalev, by far the most prolific of Leo-
nov's Soviet critics, maintains that the new novel doeslnot
represent merely a partial improvehent of thevtext of the
original or a deeper elaboration of the psychology of the
characters, but réther that it signifiés the ripening of an
entirely new conception of the novel.9 On the whole, the
emphasis of recent Soviet criticism is on the matured talent
of the aﬁthor, on his more refined writing technique and

his evolved and clarified philosophy, which resulted in his
purely personal desire to smooth and. polish the roughly cut

gem of his youth. Such is the claim of the writer himself,

and Soviet critics are quick to justify their arguments by



falling back on direct statements of the author, many of
them drawn from personal interviews granted by Leonov.
Typical is the following statement of the author cited by

I.A. Demchenko:

The novel was published at home and translated
abroad. But I personally was always tormented
by the knowledge of the incompleteness of
several places, of the fact that the novel was
not completely written, perhaps, not thought
through to the end. And after thirty years I
still hadn't abandoned my intention of somehow
cursorily going through the text of the novel
with pen in hand...And for this an occasion
presented itself. . .After the appearance of the
novel The Russian Forest it was suggested that
I republish The Thief, which was not included
in the first Collected Works, a fact which
provoked many letters from my readers. I sat
down with the intention of accomplishing my aim
in three weeks or a month. And it so happened
that I spent on it...two and a half years of
concentrated writer's work. And it is note-
worthy that when I had about twenty pages left
to the end of the work, I had to disassemble
the novel into its component parts and, with
today's hand and today's ink, write the novel
still one more time. 10

Z.I. Kedrina, in an article entitled "On the High
Road of Progress," openly refutes the position of critics
who ﬁendvto regard the revisién as a correction of old
mistakes: "It seems to mé that the point of departure of

critics inclined to see 'the in many ways erroneous concep-

tion of the novel as a whole,' (obviously, of the first
version), is not completely just."ll‘ Kedrina goes on to
say:

On the contrary, it seems to me that in the new
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version of the novel Leonov does not repudiate
the conception of the former, but rather places
the dominant problem in it of social egolsm and
its consequences for the tralnlng of the human

- character on a more solid socio-historical basis,
attaining clarity of his ideas and images, elimi-
nating the immaturity of other philosophical
judgements, exchanging the temporal-conditional
designation of life circumstances for their
realistically motivated depiction. 12

And she in turn supports her claims with a statement drawn

from a personal interview with Leonov:

I undertook a new edition of the novel because
that which was set in the first edition has now
manifested itself....It is like an obligation in
which is contained what is in its own way a pro-
mise for the future, and afterwards it is either
justified or it is not. Underneath every epoch,
whether it is heroic or base, very bloody or
quiet and idyllic-~there always lies a thick
layer of human existence. I have always tried
to reach this layer, to pull it out and examine
what is taking place there. When I wrote The

" Thief, shortly after the Civil War, I tried to
master the new, but I did not yet know the
"higher mathematics" of social relations and I
had to feel my way.

Existence for its own sake has never interested
me; what interests me is the essence of the 1life
process, and the first time, not stopping along

. the road of its research, I employed temporary
.-moulages of existence. And now the time has come
to justify this obligation with the "pure gold" of
realistic generalization, and to remove the
rubbish. 13

Regardless of the inclinatibn of Western students of
Soviet literature to relegate the investigation of social
processes and the prbblem, for example, of "social egoism"
(referred to by Kedrina above) to the category of socialist-

realist generalization and over-simplification, and whether



~or not this tendency is in fact justifiable with regard to
.the writings of Leonbv, there is ﬁothing overtly reprehen-
sible in the author's motivations for revision presented
above or in other quotations which could be cited.14 There
is no substantial indication available to Wéstern readers
that any kind of capitulation has taken place, whether to
pressures from without or from any other kind of incitement.
While tﬁis obviously cannot preclude such a possibility,
alternative explanations for the re-working of the original
novel should be allotted due consideration. Is it incon-
ceivable that a writer might héve survived, and moreover,
have been successful in contemporary Soviet society without
some kind of moral breakdown having taken place? 1Is it not
possible that anti—Soviet critics have been all too willing
to assign blame to those "monstrosities 6f totalitarianism”
which have come to be taken so much as a given in any
analytical point of departure? Perhaps the most important
of all motivations toward revision may be clarified by a
slightly different approach to the issue.

~ Kovalev, in his article on the "rebirth" of the novel
--"Vtoroe rozhdenie romana Vor"--devotes a brief section to
the misuhderstandings between the author and his critics.
"I don't suffer from conceit," Leonov is quoted as having
stated in a newspaper article in 1930, "and it is ridiculous
to say that they have not understood the authqr) but with

The Thief precisely such-a misunderstanding has occurred."15



Kovalev blames the misunderstanding on the insistence of

the critics on interpreting the work primarily "as an artis-
tic generalization of the NEP periodﬁ and aé a presentétion
of "a 'psychological cross—sgction' of contemporary society,"
despite the author's indication of the need for further ana-
lysis of what he personally considered to be the chief merit
of-the novel, i.e. its treatment of the "cultural revolu--
tion."l6 He quotes Leonov: "In The Thief I wanted to say
that, apart from the fight for the creation of material
values, it is essential that we master the huge culture of
the past."l7 And Leonov himself takes some of the blame

for the misinterpretations: "But I expressed vaguely the
fundamental striving of the hero...the very turning of

18 For this reason the novel was not

n19

Mitka towards culture.
understood by the readers and the critics.
It may well be that Soviet critics today believe
that the majority of the above-described difficulties have
been resolved. After all, these remarks were made thirty-
five years ago. It would be wiser,>however, to reméin
sceptical on this point. If the original novel was so
abysmally'misunderstood, is it possible to be absolutely
certain that the second version has not met with a similar
fate? Mofeover, might not the basic assumption that Leonov
intended or desired his novel fo be completely understood by
everyone itself be mistaken? Concealed beneath the comélex

maze of surface ambiguities (so often complained about by



studenfs and»criﬁics alike), might there not be a deeper
level of meaning directed only towards those who.would be
sympathetic to its forbidden implications? Leonov is not
considered to be easy reading even by native speakers of the
Russian ianguage,zo and one critic comments that his books
"are probably the most intellectual in modern Soviet
literature."21 The predilection of the author for micro-.
scopic detail andvlengthy description, for complex grammatical
and plot structures, for deep philosophical thought and
intricaté and animated polemics, gives him a better chance
of eluding official censure thén most Soviet writers. The
literature of Tsarist Russia, which had a long history of
repreésion and cepsorship, was traditionally the field which
attémpted to absorb and transmit, by whatever means of
‘expression possible; ideas and messages which would have
been unmentionable in any other area of endeavour.
Implausible and dangerous as it might seem, the possibility
of the ceontinuation bf this tradition in contemporary Soviet
society should not be ignored.

| Max Hayward, in his introduction to the anthology

Dissonant Voices in Soviet Literature, makes some remarks

which are highly relevant in this respect:

Leonid Leonov, easily the most distinguished and
subtle of the surviving Soviet novelists, and an
avowed disciple of Dostoevsky, continued to write
all through the worst period without unduly com-
promising his artistic integrity. But this was

an isolated case. Leonov's rationalization of his



position was based on the same sort of mystic
nationalism, and probably combined with the same
religious messianism, as one finds in Dostoevsky's
Diary of a Writer. For Leonov bolshevism is only
one episode in the eternal destinies of Russia.
He may even have been intrigued by the special
problems of writing within the cramped confines
of socialist realism and he may well have regarded
his work in these conditions as a kind of podvig
(spiritual feat) in the Russian Orthodox tradition.
His was the noblest type of collaboration and it
was undoubtedly motivated by a feeling of duty
towards his generation. Not everybody could enjoy
the relative luxury of silence and he felt it neces-
sary to convey to his readers--through all the
almost insuperable barriers--something of the truth
about man and Russia. In this, for all those capable
of interpreting his subtle ambiguities, he suc-
ceeded well. His most impressive "feat" was the
novel Russian Forest, written in the most diffi-
cult years preceding Stalin's death and published
in 1953. 1Impeccably "socialist realist" in tone
and structure, this novel yet manages toc suggest
by devious symbolism that human affairs and the
fate of Russia are much more complex than the
crude over-simplifications of official thought

- would ever follow. 22

In an "Interview with Leonid Leonov," printed in the
December, 1961 English-language 2dition of the Moscow jour-

nal Soviet Literature, a reply is made by Leonov to the

analysis of his work presented by Hayward. The writer does
not.appear to reject Hayward's interpretation. "Well, I
think there's no sense in entering into polemics over de-
tails or of refuting this or that formulation or statement,"
says Leonov. "The important thing here is‘the authors'
general approaéh, their attitude to us, to our humanism."23
Asked how he felt about Hayward's statement that he regarded

his work as a kind of podvig or spiritual feat, Leonov

replied:
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The Orthodox tradition...It seems to me there's
some confusion or misunderstanding here. Perhaps
Hayward is judging by the peculiarities of my

- language, by my constant search for verbal fresh-
ness in the roots of the language, in the genea-
logy of the word, so to speak....

I grant too that Hayward may have formed his

views on my work as a result of my interest--some-
times abstract, sometimes specific--in the problem
of Good and Evil, something that was always akin

to the great Russian literature of the 19th cen-
tury....I also think that it would be very useful
for all of us in the world if we thought more about
Good and Evil, particularly today when we are all
threatened with a common danger. It's a great pity
that in literature as a whole reflections on Good
and Evil are noticeably disappearing, that they are
being replaced more and more by what I called in my
Russian Forest 'novels on the lives of flies.'

It's high time for literature to start a more
serious talk--in proportion to talent, of
course--about general things (side by side with
urgent topics), such as the future of culture

or the deadly nature of our knowledge....

As for Max Hayward's reference tc a 'kind of
spiritual feat,' I hardly think he had in mind
the life of St. Barbara the Martyr but I agree
with the statement in so far that the work of a
writer, his service to the cause of humanity,
had never been easy. Concerning myself I can
add that I have, indeed, always tried as honestly
as possible and in the measure of my powers and
understanding, to keep alight the spark of the
tradition of philosophical writing, not letting
it be extinguished by the rather sharp gusts of
‘wind that have sometimes arisen.... 24

Leonov accepts his role as a writer in "service to

the cause of humanity" as a great moral obligation. "The

responsibility of the artist before the world, before the

future humanity is today immeasurable! And it is necessary

to work with the knowledge of the full measure of this

responsibility.

n25 The aim of the true artist is, in his
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definition, "to help mankind to understand itself, its
present and its future." "From literature we await not

vulgar description of events, but penetration into the es-

26

sence of things and processes." Leonov's own character,

the writer Firsov, when asked what kind of art is, in his
opinion, necessary (Kakoe tebe nuzhno iskusstvo?), gives the

following most revealing answer:

-~You see, my Lady, the human soul is a rather
strange mechanism. Unlike a sewing machine, for
example, it cannot endure having a screwdriver
introduced into it. It will not tolerate any
chemistry in tablets for protection against evil;
it needs the natural product. In other words,

it wants to contemplate personally everything of
which existence is composed, that is, eternity,
the struggle of Light and Darkness, beginnings
and endings, and everything else as well in which
is required one day in life strict choice and
reflection, that is--with its own wide-open eyes,
and not in the transmissions of practising mem-
bers of the literary guild. Human inspiration
does not like it otherwise, it fades and perishes,
not having the appropriate reverential exercise,
as a result of which might one day turn out some-
thing quite the reverse of a higher level. 1In a
word, I stand for art which makes man better in
general, and not in some kind of administrative -
economic or, let's say, sanitation and housing
construction department... 27

The implications of this statement are highiy signi-
ficant first of all for the strikingly non-Soviet (if not
outright anti-Soviet) character of its proclamation of the
independent nature of thé human soul, which is resistant
to all attempts, from whatever sourcés, to impose any esta-
blished code of moral values. Any restriction of the pro-

cess of searching and self-contemplation directed towards
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the natural evolution of moral values will result in the
fading and dying away of the soul from pure lack of use,
Firsov explains, with a reference that is highly suggestive
of Moses' Ten Commandments ("tablets for the protection
against evil"). Rather, the human soul must be free to con-
template by and for.itself all the various elements of
existence.

It is on this extremely interesting list of the com-
ponents of human existence that attention will be focused:
"eternity, beginnings and endings, the struggle of Light
‘and Darkness." The association which immediately comes to
mind is Leonov's above-declared abiding preoccupation with
the age-old dilemma of Good versus Evil (Light = Good;
Darkness = Evil) and'rueful observation that "in litera-
ture as a whole reflections on Good and Evil are fegret—
fully disappearing." Thus the question of how Leonov has
himself dealt with this problem becomes crucial.

It is to be the fundamental premise of this analysis
that the novel, The Thief, in both its original and final

forms, is first and foremost a major philosophical disser-

tation on the moral concepts of Good and Evil, and on the

all—surpassing significance of these concepts through all
the vicissitudes of universal history. Furthermore,

Leonov has entrenched his_preséntation of this great philo-
sophical debate in a network of symbolism that is primarily

‘Biblical in origin. The first part of the analysis will be

1



devoted to the establishment of the symbolic basis for. the
depiction of the most fundamental of human predicaments as
it is embodied in the epic tragedy of "Paradise Lost," or
the "Fall of Man." - The second section will deal with the
promise of salvation and the role of Christ in the attain-
ment of "Paradise Regained." Finally, the third section of
the study will deal with the author's conception of man's:
rather astounding reactions to the imminent attainment of
"Paradise;" or the object of all his strivings, and with the

related theory of human progress, in which is contained the

major contribution of the new novel to the original message
of the old;

All three aépects»of.this theme, and an indication
of Leonov's unigue approachvto them, are outlined in the
rather lengthy passage, newly introduced‘in the second
version, in which Firsov tells the fortune of his (and
Leonov's) leading character, the disillusionea Red Army Comnm-
missar-turned-thief of the October Revolution, Dmitry

Vekshin.

According to the conception of my novel, albeit
beyond its bounds, mankind is destined soon to
attain the summit of happiness with all its con-
comitant blessings, in proportion to the need of
every individual, of course, as well as his taste
and inspiration. From the treasure houses of
existence, unfortunately, we can only carry away

as much as the capacity of our pockets will
allow...When the time comes for humanity to move
out of the slums of contemporaneity into. new
dwellings in the Promised Land it will fly over
unanimously, like the great waters when their chan-
ging shape is commanded by the earth's gravity. On
the eve of the move commandants with pistols will
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.dispossess the old world once and for all, leaving
it with only useless remnants of the past--stones
ground down by tears and inclement weather, burial
grounds of vain battles and enlightenments, tem-
ples of overthrown gods. However, not one hour
will have passed en route to the point of destina-
tion when a strange yearning will be born in your
iron organism...it won't touch anyone else, but

for you it will seem as if your legs are tied.:

And with every step you will be drawn more fatally
to cast a farewell glance at the darkening waste-
land behind you, where your ancestors wandered

from land to land, where they suffered so much,
wept, groaned and froze in front of their cave
fires while looking at the stars, where they prayed,
played, and, along with progressive actions, accom=-
plished the completely improbable. And since the
time of Lot's ill-fated wife it has been forbidden
to '1look back at the abandoned fires, so that the
contagion would not be brought here...and it never
occurred to anyone to look back, for in this was to
consist salvation!...0f my characters you alone
look back--not out of insolence, in spite of the
threatening interdiction, but because of some sweet
and disturbing illumination...As a matter of fact
it is for this, to my great misfortune, that I have
~grown fond of you, Dmitry Vekshin, Russian thief

. and transgressor of laws. After all, I have

never undertaken to depict those who didn't

look back.

--Don't hide it from me...what sort of thing

will appear behind me?--tersely interjected Vek-
shin.

--Before I answer your entirely justified
question, let me draw your attention for a mo-
‘ment to one preliminary circumstance. Every
generation imagines itself to be the full mas-
ter of life, when it is really no more than a
link in a long, logical chain. We aren't the
only ones to create our own customs and
wealth...And in this sense the Christian fable
of original sin doesn't seem to me to be hope-
lessly inane. The past follows persistently on
our heels, to escape from it is more difficult
than to fly away from this planet, or to tear
ourselves away from the power of the substance
from which we are formed. Only beautiful edible
fishes and various brightly-arrayed butterflies
are saved from this tormenting awareness of the
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past, and it is not necessary, it is not neces-
sary for society to attain this ideal. 28

The central image of this passage is the progressive
march of the generations from the days of the cave men up
until the present. And every generation, says Firsov,
failing to recognize its position as a mere link in this
long historical chain, considers itself to be the sole mas-
ter of life. Every generation feels itself to be on the
verge of attaining the summit, or the epitome, of happiness,
the "Promised Land." But, as Firsov informs Vekshin, they
are mistaken in thinking that they are the only ones to
create their own customs and wealth, and in this sense, the
writef adds obscurely, "the Christian fable of Original Sin
doesn't seem to me to be hopeleésly inane."

What Firsov isAtrying to convey‘fo his hero is that
mankind will never reach the "Promised  Land," or "Paradise
'Regained;" because for every generation, indeéd, for every
individual, the act of "Original Sin," which is synonymous
with "Paradise Ldst," is enacted anew. And that is why
Firso& feels such empathy for his character's strange re-
luctance to leave the contagion behind, for his undeniable
urge to look back, his unwillingness to simply abandon the
past, which has given everything to ensure the continuous
onward march of progress. For what is expressed here is
more than mere reluctance to leave the past behind. It is

in fact the absolute impossibility of leaving the past be-
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hind--man cannot "tear himself away from the power of the
very substance of which he is made." And so the struggle
goes on, because man is the very embodiment of this strug-
"gle, which is the essence and the meahing of life, from which
there is only one way out, and that is death.

It is here that man comes up against the absolute
irresolvability of the problem of Good and Evil, which is
epitomized by Leonov in what is eloquently described in the
original version of the novel as the "riddle":

...that the Light plays with the Darkness, and

that the Darkness is the Light's rival, his equal

in power and with him the parent of Life, their

eternal child. 29
Man is born into and of the conflict, which will plague him
as an individual until the day he dies, and collectively for
as long as there is life on earth left to be lived.

The cosmic nature of Leonov's depiction of this con-
flict, which is highly Dostoevskian in its conception, is
amplified and clarified by Vyacheslav Ivanov in his pene-
trating analysis of the tragic principle in the writings of
Dostoevsky:

Not in the earthly stage of being lie the roots

of that intellectual and spiritual substance, clothed
in flesh, which is known as man, but in an existence
beyond this world; and each individual destiny has
its "Prologue in Heaven." In that transcendent
sphere where God and Devil do battle over the fate

of the creature--and "their battlefield is in the
hearts of men"--here incipit tragoedia. 30
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Ivanov's study wiil provide the model for the exegesis of
the symbolic base of The Thief in the following chapter.
Given the universality of the conflict and its un-

shakeable presence on the heels of every new generation,
regardless of evéry attempt to resolve or abandon'it, Hay-
ward's claim that "for Leonov, bolshevism is only one epi-
sode in the eternal destinies of Russia" may be regarded as
entirely reasonable. The plausibility of this interpreta-
tion of Leonov's writings is suggested by the author's own
explanation of the attitude toward the world of the lock-
smith Puchov, the Master of Blagusha:

Around him life was seething, men fought and died,

religions perished and revived again, but Master

Puchov in his cellar hole jealously guarded his

right to labour in peace at his woodwork, and to

laugh at the everlasting turmoil of the world. 31
One wonders, in fact, whether these words do not represent
the sentiments of Leonov himself, his own feeling for the
~peace and relative seclusion from the world which is his at
least during his long hours of writing;32 And this occupa-
tion also provides him with a unique and special Qantage
point from which to observe and contemplate the events which
are takiﬁg place around him.

It should be emphasized at this pecint that the

purpose of this study is not to provide a detailed analysis

of the alterations and additions made in the second version

of The Thief purely for the sake of comparison. Nor is it
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the aim of this thesis to present a complete discussion of
the novel in all its philosophical implications. Rather,
the focus of this analysis will be the symbolic basis for
the conveyance of living ideas more complex and more deeply
imbedded in the heritage of the great Russian and'European
humanist tradition than Soviet officialdom.would ever be
willing to recognize.33 For the story told by Leonid Leonov
is far more than an excerpt from the biography of a bolshe-
vik soldier who is temporarily disillusioned by his experi-
ences during the Russian Revolution and the subsequent

lapses of the NEP; the story of Dmitry Vekshin is, in fact,

a new artistic rendering of the continuing universal epic

of the tragedy of man. The very name of Leonov's hero sup-

ports the truth of this interpretation, for "Vekshin" con-
‘notes "vek," which means "life," "century,a “epoch.f'34 Dmitry
Vekshin is the héro of his_generation‘because.he is the
personification and the embodiment of the great advances
and upheavals of his epoch. But even more than this, a
fact which none of the critics seemvto have recognizéd,
Dmitfy Vekshin is the universal Adam; he is the man of all
ages. |

The task of providing a completé analysis of The
Thief is formidable in its enormity, and the possibility of
giving it the extensive and thbrough treatment which it
would otherwise warrant unrealizable within the limits pre-

scribed for an M.A. thesis. The aim of this endeavour,
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therefore, is sihply to introduce as succinctly as possible
.those basic themes which must be recognized as crucial for
the understanding of the essentially non-political nature of
this novel and the symbolic structure.which must ultimately
carry the true meaning of the work. Hopefully, this initial
effort will lead to further elaboration of the analysis at

a later date, for the isolated voice of this great and pro-
found humanist striving to break through the oppressive

barriers of his own social environment cannot be ignored.



CHAPTER II
PARADISE LOST

Leonid Leonov's prime concern in writing The Thief,
was shown in Chapter I of the present study to be the
universal moral conflict of Good versus Evil. The immense
significance of this dilemma, in Leonov's estimation, lies
in its perpetuation of a state of human existence which is
fundamentally tragic in nature; The scope of this tragedy is
so vast, and so profound in its implications, that for its
introduction into the novel the author has felt compelled
to turn to the multi-valent language of myth; the specific
‘myth which he has chosen for the presentétion'of the tragedy

is the great Christian epic of "Paradise Lost." The analy-

sis will begin with a discussion of the symbolic base for

the presentation of the myth within the novel. Leonov's
selection as well as his treatment of his theme reveal them;
selvés as being highly Dostoevskian in nature. The particu-
lar line of Dostoevskian criticism which has proved most
meaningfﬁl in approaching The Thief is Vyacheslav Ivanov's
classic study of Leonov's favourite author'sl conception of

the novel-tragedy.

"If one wishes fully to understand the epic-tragedy,"

writes Ivanov in his Freedom and the Tragic Life,

20
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one must discover in its hidden depths a nucleus
that is epic in form, but tragic in its presen-
tation of inner antagonism; a nucleus that con-
tains from the beginning the full symbolic force
of the whole work, its entire "higher realism":
that is to say, the original intuition of a
transcendental reality, and of the event as taking
place within this reality, which determines the
epical fabric of action in the world of the senses.
To describe this nucleus of symbolic creation we
use the word "myth." 2

‘The éymbolic nucleus for the presentation of the
"Paradise Lost" myth is to be found very early in The Thief.
‘The "tragic inner antagonism" of which Ivanov speaks is
stated with full epic force in the powerful image of the
"blighted birch,"3 which is gradually destroyed by an in-

scription which has been gouged into its bark.

From those fatal words, scored deep into its pith,
the o0ld birch tree sickened. The misery and suf-
fering of men, borne here upon the wind, found a
nightly shelter in its long and drooping branches.
Through the tiny window of this inscription a ter-
rible canker had forced its way into the birch;

the wound swelled, and black and curling growths
festered around its lips. The ulcer ate in deeper,
destroyed the wood, and, relentlessly advancing,
killed the tree. It turned this way and that,
piteously rustling its leaves; it struggled against
‘death, and in the frenzy of the spring shed its
bark, hoping that it might slough off the accursed
scar as well. A hurricane put an end to its agony,
for one morning the o0ld birch lay on the ground,
its mighty trunk stretching across the whole length
of the meadow; it lay in the dust, exposing its
secret to the sky, and the torment of its naked
roots. In a single night the maidens had grown old
and stiff, and their leaves had lost their virgin
freshness. The 0ld tree rotted, and covered the
whole meadow with debris; the death-dealing words
met death themselves, and fell away like.a scab.
Yet even in death the old tree did not surrender,
for from its roots in the spring a slim and frag-
rant shoot sprang up. 4



The "higher realism" (or "mystical realism")5 to
which Ivanov refers above is to be understood as an essentially
conceptual reality belonging to the realm of metaphysics.6
The function of "realistic symbolism" in art, as Ivanov ex-

plains it, is to "lead the soul of the spectator a realibus

ad realiora,...from reality on the lower plane, a reality

of lesser ontological value, to the more real reality,"7

Consequéntly, the symbolist realist work of art must take
place simultaneously on three different levels of narration:
(1) the intricacy of the story-teller's dealings with ac-
tuality and the multifold compdsition of the texture of the
plot; (2) the even greater complexity of the psychological
plane; for which the first level provides a basis; and
(3) the uppermost, metaphysical plane, where the complexity
-cf the first two levels gives way to the'ﬁgreat, bare sim-
plicity of the final."8 It is on the -third, metaphysical
plane that the present analysis will be focused. That
Leonov, too, is interested primarily in this level is indi-
cated at the very beginning of his revision of The Thief,
in the words of advice given to Nikolay Zavarikhin by his
grandfather:

"Only that which man has not touched stands in-

destructible," the deceased man used to say, if

the rough speech of the illiterate coachman is

smoothed out. "Apart from the stars in the hea-

vens, we almost don't see the real world; more

and more we see that which has been made by hu-

man hands, and whatever they touch, greedy human
hands, is doomed to-insatiable and fatal rest-
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lessness. Protect yourself from that which is
temporary, grandson, and, in opposition to this,
" strive for the eternall!" 9

"Down with Authority!" (Doloy nasil'e!) are the words
carved into the birch tree's tender bark, and as they were
put there by an alleged activist against the Tsarist regime
they are generally interpreted as a predominantly political
~gesture, significative, if not solely of directed political
dissent, then of the rising "forces of revolutionary des-
truction...[directed against] the body of human Russia."lO
Andrey Klokachev, the wandering photographer and pamphleteer
who inscribed the fatal words on the old_birch, explained
to Mitka when hé spent the night in the Vekshins' hayloft
that "the world...was in the toils of Evil, and thé soul
of Man was crushed down by Authority, and was perishing,"
Jand although the young boy had no idea what this cunning
insurrectionist was talking about, "ail.the same his young
soul was never afterward able to free itself from the spell
of this night's conversation. The fanatical, inexorable
eyes of the man in the black hat had stamped themselves in-
delibly on his brain."ll

After some contemplation of £he words quoted above
the ideﬁtity of the black-hatted tfaveller begins to become

clear. Leonov's revised version of this text, however,

leaves no doubt as to either his identity or his intent.

Until midnight he revealed to Mitka thaﬁ the
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world was entangled in Evil, and explained how,
constrained by a gigantic tyranny, the human soul
was perishing...and it seemed to the boy that,
hiding in the darkness there were coils of ser-
pents and huge, in the dimensions of all humani-
ty, deafening shackles. 12

For the young Mitka Vekshin this vicious propagandist is
none other than the Devil himself, and the effects of his

seditious ravings are unmistakeable.

It [the fanatical voice of the wandering photo-
grapher] lay deeper than a scar on his soul, so
"that all those miraculous copses with gayly
singing birds, and the meadows full of gentle
flowers, the summer sky dressed in carefree
fleecy clouds, and the blue chalice of water-
side sedges, he viewed as if through the brown
cuts of that scar. A river doesn't dare to
oppose even one of its reflections. For this
reason even the pranks of his youth were marked
in Mitka by an un-childish outlook on the seamy
side of life. 13 ' ‘

The connection between Mitka's catastrophic exper-
ience and the sufferings of the symbolic birch, implied only
indirectly in the first version of the novel, is incontes-
table in the second.

And just as the old tree never succeeded in-
covering over its wound with clean white bark,
so was Mitka's heart unable to slough off the
sad words which the wandering photographer had
whispered to him on the eve of his arrest, while
spending the night in the Vekshins' hayloft with
the boy. 14
Thus Leonov has depicted, in all its terrible magni-

tude, the epic tragedy of the "Fall of Man." The young

Mitka Vekshin, the author's "universal Adam," unwittingly
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allows himself to be exposed to the perfidious teachings of
the dark stranger, and the damage done is irrevocable. TFor
the "call to revolt and battle" (pryzyv na bunt i boy) has
goals far more ambitious than the mere destruction of the
Tsarist autocracy. The Authority against Which the black-
hatted photographer directs his "sorcery" (voléhebnoe remes-
lo) is nothing less than the divine authority of God. And
so the tragedy begins.

Tragedy, to continue with the Dostoevskian model of
- analysis as outlined by Ivanov, is born of the attempt to
break away from the power of tﬁe-Creator, this "because
everything must suffer that breaks away from the primary
source of Being." "The tragic struggle must be fought out
between the actual and the effective realities," "between
the divine principle in the Creature and fhe power of 'the

Prince of this world,'"15

i.e. between the spiritual and
the material elements of man and human nature.
"Man is broad, even too broad. I'd have him nar-

rower,..."writes Dostoevsky in The Brothers Karamazov.

- "God and the devil are fighting there and the battlefield
is the hearts of men."16 That Leonov has also chosen to
deal with the eternal re-enactment of this battle is indi-
cated with particular clarity not only in his formulation
of the "riddle," cited above, but alsc in the revised

novel's version of Firsov's lost notebook. Firsov writes:

Nowadays in the world Lucifer and Beelzebub are
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fighting amongst themselves, just as if a third
didn't exist. Whenever one defeats the other,
the victor immediately breaks in two, and the

halves begin to do battle. "Will it always be
that way?" I ask him [Puchov]. "No," he answers,
"only until the bitter realization..." 17

Firsov's (and Leonov's) choice df contestants, how-
ever, indicates a highly significant variation in his
presentation of the eternal battle, for each of the rivals
listed bears a name for the Devil. The implications of
this strange presentation are of great importance for the
understanding of thé novel. The name of Beelzebub, who is
referred to in Matthew 12:24 aé the "prince of devils,"
carries no meaning other than that of evil. Lucifer, on
the other hand, was originally known as the bright "morning
star" who became éafallen angel, and only later did ‘his name
come to be synonymous with that of the Devil.18 According
to. this additional categorization, thére are tWo forms which
the rebellion can take: the first is a rebellion so unequi-
Vocal»as to deny the very existence of God; the second con-
tains within it.the possibility of 6pting either for or
agaiﬁst God. The first contestant is material man; the
second is.the spiritually~-oriented metaphysical rebel.

Both of these alternatives are represented in The
Thief: they are portrayed respectively by Nikolka Zavarikhin
and Mitka Vekshin. That this is so is indicated by yet
another entry in Firsov's notebook in which the writer con-

jures up an imaginary struggle which strangely recalls the
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battle between Lucifer and Beelzebub.

At the end of the chapter about the return from
the Kudema, instead of the old woman, Mitka meets
Zavarikhin on the train. They ride and are si-

- lent, swaying in different ends of the empty car.
Hatred and the night. And when it becomes un-
bearable--"Come on, let's finish, or we'll die
unsatisfied...Shall we get off, my friend, eh?"
"At the nearest half-station they get off and go
into the night field beyond the embankment. The
last knife-battle of decisive meaning. The blood
is not visible because of the darkness. In the
meantime the train leaves. 19

The novel provides further information as to the
nature of the rivalry between the two men. From the moment
he first lays eyes on Mitka, Zavarikhin understands that

"with such a person there is either eternal friendship or

mortal strife."20 ~"One isn't coffended by one's fiercest

enemies, one kills them," Mitka remarks to his sister Tanya,

referring to Zavarikhin. And he continues:

It's crowded for us with him on earth...Even if

we were both left in a universal wasteland and it
happened that the two of us met at night, like
wolves, to heat a common pot over the fire, on

the very last little fire! all the same we'd be

‘at each other with knives. It has already accumu-
lated for a painfully long time, and the matter
will emerge on a huge scale: he wins--for me it's
an eternal yoke; whereas if only I am spared... 21

Firsov makes the following observations in a very
early entry in his notebook:
Mitka's brow is honest, pale, rebellious. The

earth, indifferent to their differences, passion-
less in its creativé violence, gives birth to
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Mitka and to Zavarikhin in one and the same hour.
The first descends, the second ascends: at the
intersection of their paths there is unavoidable
personal conflict and hatred. Both are heralds
of the awakened millions--does this mean that
life and the struggle are beginning again?

Any epoch is only a running start to the next one
after it... 22 :

It is evident from the preceding quotations that the
fight in which Leonov's characters are locked is far more
than a personal conflict between two men; rather, Mitka and
Zavarikhin are types, representative of a conflict of ideas.
Both are rebels against the "power of the Creator," or the
divine authority of God, but, like Lucifer and Beelzebub,
they fight amongst themselves as if there were no third
power. Of the two only the former experiences the internal
conflict of the kind recognized by Dostoevsky--i.e. .the ’
fight between God and the devil--and thus it is around Mitka
Vekshin that the action of the novel centres. Before Vek-
shin's internal dilemma can be resolved, however, his battle
with Zavarikhin must be won. But what exactly is the object
of this struggle?

Along with his complaint that The Thief had not been
understood by readers and critics alike, Leonov is quoted

in the Introduction as having stated that the most important

aspect of his novel was its treatment of the cultural revo-

lution, and that the basic striving of his hero was towards

23

the mastery of culture. The writer Firsov repeats this

statement within the context of the revised novel:
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In your fate is included for me the very acute
and burning issue of the mastery of culture,
without which a great deal could turn for us
in a direction the reverse of towards a higher
level. 24

Just exactly what the author and his character have in mind
when they speak of the "mastery of culture” is not immediate-
ly cleaf. Further investigation of this question, however,
indicates that Leonov has centred his discussion of the

issue around two basic symbols, each representative of a
vehicle for the transmission of culture. The firét, which

is the ohly one relevant for the portrayal of Mitka's duel

with Zavarikhin, is the image of the Russian troika. The

second, the meaning of which is far more difficult to deter-

mine, is the enigmatic gleam--blestinka v zrachke--in the

eye of a dying man.

The symbol of the troika, the control of which is re-

-

lated in the novel to both Vekshin and Zavarikhin, is used
by Leonov in its Gogolian sense of the personification of
Russia and intuition of her divine destiny:
And art thou not, my Russia, socaring along even
like a spirited, never-to-be-outdistanced troika?
...and the troika tears along, all-inspired by
God!...Whither art thou soaring away to then,
Russia? 25 : .
This last question is precisely the one asked by Leonov.
The answer to this guestion is what each of his rival charac-
ters seeks power to determine. Zavarikhin's powerful hands

long to "possess, subdue, and bridle, and to chase through
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the night the rebellious troika with Russia itself in the
traces,"26 while Vékshin muses that "affairs would go badly
for Russia if every two centuries there failed to appear in
the coachman's seat a new driver who, setting off in chase,
lashed everything out of the famous Russian troika."27

Thus, both Vekshin and Zavarikhin are vying for the
power to control the very destiny of Russia; the nature of
the conﬁrol which each seeks to acquire, however, is entire-
ly»different. zZavarikhin, the single-minded and contriving
master of the art of the rapid accumulation of wealth, fears
‘and distrusts anything that might obstruct his path of ever
~greater and greedier material gain; including the city, |
women; and his oWn soul. Vekshin, dn the other hand, en-
tangled in his owﬁ)spiritual ailments, is unable even to set
a direction for himself and his aspirationé.

The apparent cause of all his misfortunes, an event
which occﬁrs prior to the descriptions of his disillusion-
- ment with the NEP, is the episode of Mitka's night attack
on the officer who had killed his beloved horse, Sulim.
And it is precisely at the time of the occurrence of this
event that the symbol of the blestinka is introduced. The
pupils of his captive's eYes glint mockingly as Mitka pre-
pares to kill him. Agey Stolyarov, whose war;time biogra-
phy is strikingly similar to Mitka's, describes much the
same experience in the acéount related to Firsov of how he

learned to kill.
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Then I lifted up the butt of my rifle, and he
looked at me as you are doing now, in a pleading
kind of way. I saw his eyes growing dull. They
winked at me and seemed to be wanting something.
What did they want, Fyodor Fyodorych? And it's
true if a chap hits you with the butt of a rifle,
it isn't in the butt that death is, but in the

eyes. When he winked at me I thought...'You're
cheating,' thought I. 'You want to get into me
through your eyes.'...And I screwed up my eyes,
too. 28

Indications as to both the nature of Mitka's (and

Agey's) crime and the motivation behind it are provided by

the novel. First of all, much emphasis is placed‘in both
versioné of the novel on the question as to whether or not
it is permissible to kill. And secondly, as is indicated
by the words of Agey, qguoted above, some kind of threat is
seen as existing in the eyes of a man who is himself threa-
tened by death fofdas long as he is still alive. Mitka's
immediate successor, Artashez (Atashez, in the original),
suggests both possibilities in his COﬂversatiQn with Mitka
after the murder has taken place:

...why? Either you think that now e&en yoﬁ are

.permitted everything,...?

Or you saw some kind of distant threat in his

eyes? 29 :
While both of these suggested reasons for Mitka's crime are
important for the understanding of Leonov's novel, it is
the second which is most directly related to the notion of
the transmission of culture and which will thérefore be

discussed first.
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Continuing his reproachful questioning of Mitka,
Artashez sheds further light on the nature of the rationale

behind the deed:

I know, speaking secretly, how one can occa-
sionally be seized by a strange anxiety. Here
we fight, shed our blood, and burn so much that
everything around becomes charred...but some
day we'll get tired and go to sleep. Then a
third who is young and furious, like you and I,
will burst out...He won't come tomorrow, and he
won't come directly to us, without a knife even.
Look at history, Dmitry!..Our temples have begun
to turn grey, and he may not even have been born
yet, so that it is not given to us to reach him
with a sword, not even to give him candy in ad-
vance. Or maybe he already goes to prep school
and is learning the multiplication tables, eh?
Such a thin, industrious boy with a dreamy ex-
pression...That's the way we were once. And

he smiles, but I don't know why. And then in-
voluntarily I want to stop up all the cracks
from which might appear this juvenile, this
descendant who smiles for reasons unknown to
us... 30 ‘

Atashez' comments supply the first clue as to the nature.of
the connection between the apparently unrelated symbols of
the blestinka and the troika by placing Mitka's deed in the
context of history. The man who loﬁgs for power enbugh to
control the very destiny of Russia is also unwilling to
grow old ahd die, and to pass on the "reins of the troika"
to the representative of the younger generation who is to
succeed him. The "jealousy" referred to by Leonov thus
begins to make itself apparent;3l Further clues as to the

nature of this jealousy, however, give much greater depth

of meaning to the symbol. TFirsov describes the blestinka
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and its immense significance in the following excerpt from

Mitka's "fortune':

Behind your back will appear, all in smoke and
ruins, overthrown and rendered completely harm-
less, the old world. You will see behind you the
most barren wilderness, already looking as though
nothing had ever happened in it...nothing was
lived through, nothing loved, nothing cried over!
Leaning against a decapitated tree, against the
background of the guilty farewell dawn, yesterday's
world-soul, the has-been, will look you in the
eye. The most economical commandant's eye will
not discover in it anything worthy of subjection
to the nationalization of property...apart from,
perhaps, the irritatingly clever and bewitching
gleam in its fading pupil. No one will even pay
“attention to such a trifle, but you will notice
it without fail, Dmitry Egorych!..And here you
will be singed by a burning conjecture--isn't it
a petty trick, this spark that is almost like a
dot, so that there's nowhere to put the seal of
an inventory tag--and it is the most important
value of existence because it is smelted out of
everything that has gone before us, the ex-
perience of human history. 32

Contained in Firsov's comments is the link which
forms the final connection between the concepts and symbols
which have been introduced into the analy;is. The tiny
glimmer, first discovered in the eye of the officer whom Mit-
ka wés about to kill, is now seen "leaning against a decapi-
tated tree" amidst the ruins of the "old world." (The
image recalls the scarred birch tree which was singled out
at the beginning of the chapter as the symbolic nucleus for
the tragedy.) This tiny dot of light is identified here as

the soul of the o0ld world and as the most important value

of existence, this because it is the product of the entire
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experience of human history. In other words, it represents

the culture amassed by generation after generation of human
civilization.

Leonov's conception of culture thus acquires spiri-
tual overtones which, when correlated with the image of the
troika, suggest the profound influence on the author, not
only of Dostoevsky, but also of Gogol, who, as Zenkovsky
writes,

introduced into Russian life the theme which to
the present time has been one of the central
themes of Russian searchings: that of the return
of culture to the church and the construction of

a new ecclesiastical world-view—--the theme of an
'Orthodox culture.' 33

The "mastery of culture," therefore, would appear té signify .
for Leonov the establishment of a religion or a spiritually-
oriented world-view which would serve as the major factor

in determining, as had Orthodoxy before‘its rejection by

the Revolution, the direction and the goal of all the future
aspirations of Russians and of humanity in general. The
association of the ideas of Leonov with the ecclesiastical
world~view of Gogol, if valid, provides very substantial
support of Hayward's contention that Leonov's writings
represent a continuation of the Russian Orthodox tradition
within and despite the pfesent Soviet state.34

In addition to being a response to the "threat" of

the blestinka, however, Mitka's crime was thodght to have
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had yet another motivation. "[Did]...you think. that now
even you are permitted everything?" was Artashez’ question
of Mitka during their private conversation after the murder,
and the issue which he raises here is identical to its

original formulation by Dostoevsky in The Brothers Karama-

zov: if God does not exist, everything is permitted, whereas

if God does exist it is still possible to commit a crime
against God and against one's fellow men.35 Far.from being
at peace with himself concerning his actions, Mitka is
constantiy tormented by the knowledge of his crime and by
feelings of guilt which he himéelf does not understand.

Consulting Firsov about these feelings, he asks:

"If it's all a matter of conscience,...then af-
ter all, conscience exists while you're cutting
off his arm, but once the swine is in the ditch
what is the nature of my guilt before him if he
is no longer alive? It can't be that my guilt
is before that which no longer exists! In which
case who can call upon me?"--"Then you will call
upon yourself," answers Firsov, "because in
killing you kill yourself in him, your living
reflection in his eyes!" 36

Firsov's explanation of Mitka's position is extremely
important, for it is about his own character, indeed, his

own creation, that he is speaking. "To kill a man means to

kill oneself in him,“37 is the writer's verdict, and when

correlated with the information that Firsov "evidently

considered Mitka's crime as the last convulsions of a new

38

spiritual rebirth," this statement provides a prcfound

new insight into the inner workings of the novel.
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More than one of Leonov's critics likes to repeat
the story, originally told by Maxim Gorky, which Leonov
relates in a discussion of the problem of returning to an
early work and re-writing it many years after its original
publication. According to this story, a writer who is
wandering around the streets of Moscow one cold autumn
eveningvsuddenly meets his favourite character. Together,
the two of them head for a bar where tﬁey can sit and talk.
But times have changed and everything is now seen different-
ly, in the light of new experiences, so that in the end the
writer kills his character by striking him on the temple
~with a beer mug. Leonov concludes the anecdote with the
following comments about his own experience with his fa-

pa

vourite character:

This work was perhaps the most difficult of all

the forty years of my literary activity. And

when there remained only a few pages to the end

I suddenly realized that in the new edition I

had killed my hero, Mitka Vekshin. 39

The critics who repeat this story regard the "death" spoken
of by Leonov to be the consequence of the author's distance
from the events described in the original novel and of his
changed attitude towards these events and towards his over-
romanticized hero. However, although Mitka does change
slightly as a result of the author's more abstract philoso-

phical approach to the writing of the second novel, the

above-described "death," in actual fact, occurs in both
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versions.
The death which Mitka Vekshin undergoes is a spiri-

tual death, for %his death, which is followed by his even-

tual rebirth, is the only way that he can free himself from
the consequences'of his "fall." The experience is pre-
ordained in its entirety by the myth and by the symbolic
depiction of this myth in the image of the tree. "Yet even
in death the o0ld tree did not surfender, for from its roots
in the spring a slim and fragrant shoot sprang up," the
original version was quoted as stating, and the revision is
even more explicit in describing the purifying effect of the
trauma of death and rebirth:

Even when the -next storm felled the birch, until

its complete disappearance nothing--neither death,

nor worms, nor the passage of time--was powerful

enough to save it from Klokachev's markings.

"But already fragrant and virginal young shoots

were rising all around, and they had nothing to

do with the old tree's biography, with the dust-

covered writing on the mouldering log, or with

the secret torments of its exposed and naked

roots. So are we, people,..." Firsov lyrically

concluded the corresponding section of Dmitry

Vekshin's biography. 40

The symbolism employed here by Leonov is identical

to that used by Ivanov to explain the epilogue of Crime and

Punishment, with which the final scene of The Thief has long

been compared:

Dostoevsky depicts for us, in the epilogue to
Crime and Punishment, the spiritual revival of
a man who is inherently good, but has gone
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darkly astray--a revival like that of a young
shoot sprouting vigorously from healthy roots
when the withered old trunk has been burnt to
ashes by the thunderbolt of wrath. 41

Tha "Fall," however, has taken place as a direct
consequence of the free will with which man has been endowed.

In order to ensure his full spiritual regeneration man must

make the fundamental decision whether "to be or not to be,“42

i.e. whether to be for or against God. Ivanov continues:

Only a hallowed spiritual death, followed by
rebirth--the death of the "old man" within the
personality--might still save this soul, giving
it salvation by the offered boon of chastisement.
But this death and rebirth, which we have com-
pared to the putting-forth of a new shoot from
healthy roots, can take place only if the roots
-are, in fact, healthy--that is to say, if the
defection from God has not been the result of a
final decision by the metaphysical Ego, but has
signified only an antithetical impulse in the
supra-conscious drama--the impulse of wilful
self-alienation from God which comes of arro-
gance and a desire for unbridled -exercise of
self. 43 '

Although the'basic conflict within the novel is be-

tween Zavarikhin——magérial man, and Vekshin--the epitome

of spiritual man, Leonov introduces yet a third character
into the symbolic mainstream of events. The function of
this character is to pértray the depths to which a man whose
final metaphysical decision has been ﬁegative, or agailnst
God, may fall. The representative of this decision within
the Novel is Mitka's fellow thief and rival in love, Agey

Stolyarov. Through the example of Agey, accbrding to Leonov,
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Firsov endeavours to depict "the limits of degradation at
which a successful and unpunished criminal might arrive."44,
Agey's war-time experiences, as was stated previously, were
much the same as Mitka's, but there is one crucial differ-
ence between the two murderers. Mitka is never eble to
free himself from the guilt which is the result of his deed,
whereas Agey, once he recovered from an initial feeling of
revulsion,bactually developed a taste for killing, and even-
tually reached the stage where he "longed for each attack
as though it were Easter Sunday."45 Agey has chosen to live
"without God and in freedom,"46r and the result is a state
of degradation and decay from which there is no retreat.-

| "There isn't a bone in my body that isn't accursed,"
Agey informs Mashafe year after their elopement; "I'm rotten

47

from head to foot." And in the second version's depiction

of this scene, for which Firsov is also present, he adds:

I have become black through and through, every-

thing has become parched inside me...I drink

water, and it blazes within like kerosene. I

would cry out, but grief holds me by the throat.

.I want it to become as dark everywhere as it is

inside me. 48
The imagery used to describe Agey's condition is suggestive
of hell itself. Masha is described as trying to "drive the
devil out of his bones,"49 and for her Agey has, in fact,
become the Devil. Arriving suddenly one night "with the

other harbingers of evil,"50 Agey appears in her native town

of Rogovo (the name of which recalls the horned stereotype
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for the Devil), and soon afterwards brutally rapes Masha on
the banks of the Kudema.

Afterwards; Masha bitterly curses Mitka for allowing
her to "fall" to Agey (k Ageyu na roga),51 implying that he
is somehow responsible for this occurrence. Only towards the
end of the reviéion does the explanation for. this become
clear. Masha's fall is the direct result of Mitka's failure
to meet her at a previously arranged secret rendezvous. The
results are catastrophic, but as Leonov is careful to point
out, Firsov's (or his own) novel could not possibly have
been written if not for the océﬁrrence of this crucial event.

Firsov saw the source of his troubles in the fact
“that it was specifically Agey, and not someone
else, who came upon Masha on the banks of the Ku-
dema, although in the opposite case Firsov's novel
simply could not exist. 52

For Masha's fall, although this is not readily ap-
parent, is strangely connected with Mitka's. Depicted as
the direct result of Mitka's negligent failure to keep an
appointment which he himself had arranged, it is in fact
significative of his own fall, the consequence of his failure
to protect and honour the purity of his own soul. Viewed
in their symbolic aspect, neither Masha nor Agey are charac-
ters existing apart from Mitka. Rather, they are extensions
of Mitka's personality who enact separately within the novel
the consecutive stages of Mitka's metaphysical rebellion

and who carry the consegquences cof his actions to their con-
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ceptual extremesp

The employment of this device by the author allows
him to leave open the fate of his central character. Thus,
while Agey's fall is irreversible, Mitka's is not. Vekshin
--Man, the universal Adam--fell because of a rebellion
caused by pride and by lack of faith. Yet it is precisely
the spiritual death which is the result of this fall that
~gives rise to the potentiality of rebirth. Out of the
tragedy of the fallen Adam emerges the promise of Christ.
It is this promise, along with its accompanying conception
of "Paradise Regained," that.will provide the focus for the

third Chapter of the analysis.

n



CHAPTER III
PARADISE REGAINED

In the portrayal of the myth of "Paradise Lost" and
the epiq of the "Fall of Man," the role played by Maria
Dolomanova is none other than that of Eve--Adam's companion
in the Garden and the supposed initiator of his fall.
Seductress, witch, Muse--"Manka the Snowstorm" is condemned
forever to lonely suffering. Firsov and her own pride will
not permit that her fate be otherwise. "There is no illness

morevterrible than the one from Agey which you have invented

[

for me,"l she complains to Firsov in the closing scene of the
revision, as she is about to be abandoned by the author in
favour of a new Muse. Firsov, however, remains adamant on
his former stand: "No, I will not give you Mitka Vekshin!"2
The decision is not presented as having been reached by

Firsov alone. Replying to Tanya's fierce defence of her

brother, Masha indicates that her position, as required by

the tragic formula, is the consequence of her own free choice.

I am almost agreed that in this lifeless boiling
broth, as you aptly expressed yourself recently,
ascending and, conversely, subverting currents act
elementally...I don't hide the fact that this is
confirmed by some events from my personal life.
Fortunately, however, above and beyond fate we are
also endowed with will...And if I have not had suf-
ficient will to withdraw independently from this

42
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wicked game, then for this I bear full responsi-
bility. 3
Masha is inextricably linked with Mitka's fall, and
is also in some intangible way indispensable for his re-
covery, but the dominant part of the portrayal of Mitka's
struggle towards salvation has been allotted to yet another
symbolically significant character, to his innocent and
idealistic sister, Tanya. As the connection here is more
than obscure, considerable attention will be devoted to the
elaboration of the role played by Tanya in the depiction
of the gradual process of Mitka's spiritual regeneration.
The close connection between the two most influential

women in Mitka Vekshin's 1life is indicated very early in the
novel, significantly, in the experiences of Zavarikhin.
Robbed by the first upon his arrival at the Moscow train
station in the morning, and deterred from a major confron-
tation with his rival in a pub the next evening by the
second, Nikolka muses over the two women in his state of
drunken stupor.

Two women stood in his memory: the one of the

morning struggled with this, the evening one.

She of the morning was close because she cried,

She of the evening because of her smile; at

times they merged into one, like the halves of

a sliced apple. Their captivity was pleasing

and inviolable. 4 :

Contained in this lyrical flight of fancy is the in-

formation that Tanya and Masha, the two "halves of a sliced
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apple," are representative of the constituent elements of
one and the same concept or entity. The apple (which is
associatéd in the novel primarily with Masha), is significa-
tive of the temptation offered to Adam by Eve; the as yet
unbitten fruit, howevér, hanging whole and perfect'on the
branches of the "Tree of Life," signifies only purity and
innocence. If Masha is representative of the already fallen
seductress, then Tanya must stand for the pure, untainted
Eve of God's original Creation. The facts of Mitka's early
biography clearly confirm this interpretation. Tanya, as
Mitka's sister, shares his chiidhood home in Demyatino,5

but when she leaves, driven away by need and by their com-
mon S£ep—mother, her place is immediately taken over by
"Masha, the "dark M;;ha"G of Mitka's youth. Soon afterwards,
Mitka himself is expelled from home, and.with the calm glow
of the last crimson sunset on the fateful day of his depar-
ture, he leaves behind forever his happy'Gardén home.

The serenely beautiful Kudema of Leonov's novel is
easily identifiable as the author's equivalent of the symbolic
paraaise of the "Garden of Eden." The dispossessed and down-
trodden representative of the "old world," the barin Manyu-
kin, writes nostalgically in his diary about the "corner of
Paradise on the Kudema"7 where he, toco, spent his childhood,
and then goes on to describe one particularly glorious Sun-
day morning spent there as "the sinless morning of my life."8

Also included in Manyukin's ramblings is the image of the
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"Tree of Life," as he writes nostalgically that the £ime has
come for him "to leave, to fall from the Tree of Life like a
ripe fruit in autumn'.“9 It is Mitka's personal destiny,
indeed, that of his entire‘generation, to take over the
struggle where Manyukin has left off.

Mitka and Tanya, their pasts thus linked in this
common experience of the idyllic perfection of the Garden,
are dependent upon each other for the reattainment of
their original state. Tanya's romance with Zavarikhin,
as well as her personal fate, isAtightly intertwined with
the deadly rivalry between Mitka and Nikolka, and with
Mitka's own secfet spiritual ailments. The focus for the
confiict between the two men is provided by Tanya's announce-
ment of her engagement to Nikolka and by her brother's
.inevitable disapproval. Convinced of the impossibility of
the match and of the destructive inflﬁence which Nikolka's
ambitious and grasping nature will have on his sister,

Mitka does everything within his power to discourage the
marriage, even to the point of trying to "buy off" his
future brother-in-law. This struggle is magnified and
intensified by the second version'é émphasis on the se-
quénce of events leading up to Tanja‘s death. The evening
of the accident Nikolka is forced by Mitka to make a choice
between accompanying his fiancee to the circus or meeting
with her brother in order to negotiate a very profitable

business deal. The alternatives are love and greed, and
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each is, by necessity, mutually exclusive of the other.
Mitka's "test" of his rival is, at least from his point of
view, successful; Nikolka chooses money over love, and
when he does finally arrive at the circus, it is only

just barely in time to witness Tanya's entrance for her
last, fatal, performance.

Mitka's victory, won at the cost of his sister's
life, wéuld appear to be, at best, empty. Paradoxically,
this is not so: the explanation of this paradox, however, is
highly complex, and must be traced through a series of ap-
parently unrelated events. Nikolka's first involuntary re-
action to Tanya‘s breath-taking circus act, the disturbing
fantééy which haunts Firsov throughout the writing of his
novel, and the spe;£acular foreign tour proposed for Tanya
by the German impressario Mangold, are ail curiously inter-
connected in providing the explication of the'positive
significance of Tanya's death.

"Fall!"10

is the imperious response evoked from
Nikolka by Hella Velton's (to use Tanya's circus name)
perférmance. It is a command which would be considerably
less perplexing if it could be related directly to the
story of the loss of the garden paradise. Leonov, however,
has been far more shrewd than to permit his characters to
re-enact the myth on a purely graphic level. Having in-

terpreted the myth itself as containing a symbolic con-

Afiguration of personages=-Adam and Eve-~-to represent an
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event or'confliét which is relevant to the experience of
every human being; Leonov has reassessed the fundamental
components of the conflict and re-allocated the roles used
_to dramatize its occurrence. The result is a schematiza-
tion that is akin to the polyphony of Dostoevsky's novels

as analyzed by Bakhtin.ll The four major characters
(excluding Firsov) of Leonov's novel--Mitka, Nikolka, Masha,
Tanya~--therefore represent the polarities of materialism
and spiritualism in their masculine and feminine aspeécts.

- Nikolka's spontaneous cry--"Fall!"--is not merely
the sudden whim of a drunken éntrepreneur; rather, it is
an expression of the negative impuise_which may be expe-
rigpced by any human individual in response to his intui-
tive perception 6f a "higher" realm of spiritual values
and his recognition of the unwavering faith required for
the upholding of such values. Dmitry Vekshin is faéed by
precisely the same conflict, with the crucial difference
that the direction of all his strivings, in direct opposi-
tion to Nikolka's, must ultimately be towards the realiza~
tioﬁ, or attainment, of this spiritual.realm. Fighting
the consequence of his own rebellion and fall--thus his
contest of wills with'Masha——Mitka's goal is the reattain-
ment of his original unsullied state. Mitka's perpetual
battle with Zavarikhin must therefore be recognized as
his struggle againét the baser elements within himself,

and Nikolka's response as an attempt to fell the brave and
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shining spirit (represented by Tanya) which is beyond his
reach in his own spiritual counterpart, Mitka.
The culmination of this struggle is foreshadowed

by Firsov's bizarre vision:

In his fancy he imagined a square in which a
thief, Mitka Vekshin, was to be drawn and qguar-
tered, as in the old days. The crowd that
surrounded the place of execution looked on in
grave silence while the earthly body of Mitka
"was dismembered. Firsov was present in the
crowd, and another more significant spectator,
as well, who attracted all his attention. Ni-
kolka Zavarikhin had appeared soundlessly; he
had come silently out of the darkness of the
countryside, and attached himself to reality.
It was not until he was quite close that Fir-
sov remarked his broad smile. 13

The -importance of this remarkable passage cannot be under-
estimated. For in the observance of the above-described

14

"ancient custom" is symbolized no less significant an

event than the crucifixion of'Christ,\with the rite of

drawing and gquartering substituted for the equivalent image
of the four corners of ﬁhe cross. It is all as foretold
by the myth: Man's "Original Sin," or "Fall," is recorded
in the story of Adam; his repentance and spirifual re-
_éeneration are promised by the prophesy of Christ, the
second Adam; the Passion of Christ consists of Christ's
death on the cross and the triumph over death signified by
his subsequent resurrection;

To claim that Dmitry Vekshin, Leonovfs universal

Adam, actually becomes Christ, would be an extreme and
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exaggeratéd over-simplification of the author's intent in
employing imagery of such deeply-rooted emotional value.
Even the designation of "Christ figure" must be applied
with utmost caution and in full recognition of the paftial,
or temporary, applicability of the term. The experience of
Vekshin might be said to contain, rather, the "postulate

n15

of Christ, i.e. the potentiality of a renewal of faith

which would cause a transfiguration equivalent to that of
Adam into the "Second Adam" or Christ. Just why this is so
will become apparent in the following chapter. In the mean-
time, the existing network of fesurrection symbolism must be
carefully elucidated.

- The complex symbolism of resurrection is centred by
Leonov in the vicissitudes of Tanya's circus career. Tan-
Ya's'routine performance of the treacheroué "shtrabat,"
described as her "daily contest with death,"16 is far more
than a daring trapeze act. For, as Firsov writes, "life

is a continuous 'shtrabat.'"l7

In other words, life itself
is a constant struggie with death, é death which, it must
be emphasized, cannot be defined in purely physical terms.
It is sigﬁificant that the strange "illness" which under-
mines Tanya's self-confidence and eventually causes her
death is identified by the performer herself as identical
to that suffered by Mitka. "Here I am, knocking about the

entire city like a pendulum, "I'm running away from myself,"

she remarks. "But it's Strange that precisely the same
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[illness].has befallen my brother. He runs and runs, and is

overtaken by himself."18

- Mitka, who is also aware of this
fact, has already suggested to Tanya that she accompany him
on his return journey to the Kudema "to be cured by child-

hood,"19

but such a cure has not been prescribed by Tanya's
destiny.

Tanya's approaching death has been given an exten-
sive build-up in the revised novel, removing any element of
surprise which might have been present in the original, but
also assigning to the event far greater significance. 1In
face of such ominous portents,rHerr Mangold's proposed
foreign tour appears from the start to be somewhat prepos-
terous. The improbability of the realization of his proposal,
however, should not be permitted to detract from the recogni4
tion of the profound intent of Mangold's>scheme. Billed as

20 this triumphant tour is to be Hella Velton's

her."Swansong,"
farewell to the circus, the glorious climax of her long and
brilliant career. 'By all appearances, the glorious finale
of Tanya's career is cruelly arrested by her premature death.
The occurrence of this event, however,'must not be taken at
face value if its true significance within the context of
the novel is to be fully understood.

It is a major contention of this chapter that
Tanya's is a symbolic death which does not in agy way

signify her defeat. Rather, her death is her. triumph,

her victory over the petty, temporal conflicts of life and
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her entry into the timeless realm of the eternal. Further-
more, this is what was intended all along by the designa-
tion of "foreign" tour, for it is in this immortal, alien
realm that Tanya has at last succeeded in transcending the
transient illusions of life on earth.

During the sequence of events which follow the
catastrophe, the nature of the relationship between Tanya
and her brother begins to make itself apparent. Standing
beside her grave after the funeral, their animosity momentar-
ily stilled by their shared respect for the "fallen star,"
Mitka and Zavarikhin engage in.a strange discussion of the
possibility of resurrecting the dead performer. Zavarikhin
tells the story of a saint who plahted an aspen post and then
prayed until it blossomed, claimipg that with sufficient
AEEEEE;'Tanya could be brought to life again.‘ Vekshin dis-

21 The precise

agrées, arguing that will is what is needed.
point of this differentiation is not clear, but the impli-
cation would seem to be that for Vekshin the problem is
perhaps not so much one of lack of faith as of the strength

of will required to direct that faith. In any case, he is
well aware that his sister's death, -and the consequences for
himself which are signified by this death, are not in any

way final or permanent. This is indicated by the memorial
dinner which, in the revised novel, follows almost immediately

after the funeral. Leonov has rearranged the chronology of

the original version in.an attempt to clarify for his
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readers the crucial relationship between these events. The
"memorial pancakes" (pominal’'nye bliny)22 served on this
occasion should be immediately recognizable to anyone

familiar with Orthodox customs as a traditional Easter dish,

served in honour of the resurrection of Christ. The memorial
feast, therefore, must also signify some kind bf resufrec—

tion, and since Tanya does not reappear before the completion
of the novel this "resurrection" must be understood as being

symbolic of the spiritual regeneration of Vekshin himself.

‘The depiction of Vekshin's "rebirth" through the
experiences undergone by his "sister" represents the ultimate
expression of Leonov's polyphonic schematization of his
character's and of Man's eternal conflict. The symbolism
of Christ, however,_is not limited to the sequence of events
enacted by Tanya. Of equal importance iﬁ ﬁhis respect are
Mitka's letter to his father andrvisiﬁ home, his relation-
ship with his war-time orderly, Sanka Babkin,vand the
peculiar thieves' court which takes place close to the
novel's end. |

Very great emphaéis is placed in both the original
and the revised versions on Mitka's letter to his father
and evehtual return home. His first anxious misgivings as
he searches for his father at his brother Leonty's wedding
are an indication of the crucial role played by these events

in the depiction of Mitka's recovery:
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With mounting anxiety he looked everywhere for
Egor Vekshin, for whose sake he was here, and

to ask was terrifying--not, however, because he
loved his father, but because without this logi-
cal repentant link he did not for the time being
see the road to his recovery. 23

- In Ivanov's analysis, the return home of the "Prodigal Son"
is equivalent to the return to God, the possibility of which
remains ever open to the individual whose "defection from

God has not been the result of a final decision by the meta-

physical Ego."24

After the bitter experiences and disappointments
that such an impulse produces, after all the
errors and crimes to which it leads, there is
always the possibility of return to the Father's
House, still always the Domine memento mei of
the repentant evil-doer. 25

Upon hearihg‘the news of his father's death, Mitka's
aims are frustrated, his hopés shattered. This section of
the first novel closes with the finality of Mitka's feeling
that "now...he could neVer return."26 In the revised
presentation of this episode events are altered and rear-
ranged. The reunion of father and son seems to take place
despite the death of the father. At the scene of the grave,

everything seemed to.retreat, to turn away, so
as not to disturb the meeting of the Prodigal
Son with his father... 27
And the little girl who sends Mitka off into the wilds with

an apple immediately following the wedding now appears at

the scene of his final departure. The hard-boiled egg
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included in her farewell gift of food recalls and is sym-—
bolically parallel to the description in-the original novel
of Mitka's awakening after spending his second night in the
countryside outside Demyatino.

He did not get to sleep till dawn broke, and

he woke when the sun stood on the horizon,

" peeled from its clouds like an egg from its
" shell. 28

Symbolic of rebirth and of the transcendence of Time,29

both the sun and the egg reinforce the promise of spiritual
regeneration for the novel's fallen hero.3o
Several aspects of Mitka's relationship with Sanka

(the "Bicycle") Babkin are also highly suggestive of the
symbolic parallel to the story of Christ. "Master!" is
Sanka's reverential form of address for Vekshin even after
~all his efforts to leave behind the thieves' gang and after
the death of his wife, Ksenva. "Don't call me, Master, I
won't come. 1I'll die of grief, but I won't come," Sanka
pleads when Vekshin visits him after his release from
prison. And he continues:

And even if you are about to die, and they lead

you past with a noose around your neck...all

the same, don't come knocking at my door, have

pity. I will always carry you in my heart, I

will kiss your hand and your foot, only don't

come...Leave me now in--what do you call it?
-—-in my mire. 31

Sanka understands perfectly the nature of Vekshin's

symbolic identity and of his own corresponding role, which
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is that of disciple. He even seems to be aware of his
Master's imminent crucifixion, vowing to kiss his (wounded?)
hands and feet, althdugh substituting a noose for a cross.
Far from destroying the crucifixion imagery, however, this
substitution foreshadows Tanya's accident and strengthens
the analysis presented above of Tanya's role in the depic-
tion of her brother's spiritual death and rebirth.
-Despite his recognition and affirmation of his

Master's position--he delays fulfilling Mitka's subsequent
request for the loan of his life's savings in the hopes
that his Master will "see the_god within himself"32——8anka
is destined to play for Mitka the same role that Judas
played for Christ. The symbolic betrayal, to which Firsov
has previously alluded in Mitka's presence in an attempt
to forewarn him, finélly takes place in the scene where,
after waiting hours for Mitka in the cold outside Masha's
house the night of his wife's death, Sanka asks Mitka to
kiss him. It is only after Sanka repeats his strange
request that Mitka recognizes the note of mockery in his
voice. Still, he has already vowed to save his disciple:

And dén't you fear for me: wheh the time comes

I will emerge from the pit and I will pull you

out with me. 33

The actual event of the crucifixion is repfesented

in the thieves' court with which Vekshin's dealings with the

Moscow underground end. _Firsov's depiction of this event
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is vague and coﬁfused. In the second version this is
ostenéibly because of the writer's "over-confident substi-
tution of the inventions of his tired imagination for
direct observation."34 In the original novel he was,
déspite his wishes, unable to be present for this scene
and was therefore forced to base his account on secondary
sources. Either way, the results of the trial are the
same, with only a few minor variations in its presentation.
In both versions, although it is Donka who is led away by
Anatoly'Mashlykin (Tolya) to be shot, it is Tolya who
actually gets killed. And it is after the confusion
caused by this shooting that Mitka's final confrontation
with Sanka takes place and the latter makes his admission
of guilt. Immediately before saying his last farewells tco
Mitka in the original version of the novel, Sanka makes the
following highly obscure remark: "I've loved you and I've

35 In the revised

killed ydu——and now nothing matters!"
presentation of this scene he speaks much more logically
and credibly of his inability, despite repeated efforts,

to kill his master and tormentor. 1In actual fact, however,
the true explanation of the preceding events includes both
of these statements. For, just as the crucifixion was
ultimately unsuccessful--Christ rose again after three
days--so must be Sanka's attempt to kill Mitka. The most
important difference.betwéen the original Biblical story

and Leonov's version of it is the way in which the author

has broken up his depicticen of the momentous event of the
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crucifixion. Mitka's death has in fact taken place, on a
spirifual level, long ago, with his murder of the White
officer. Moreover, his resurrection does not take place at
the scene of the trial. Significantly, it is the exact
point of occurrence of this event which is most difficult to
determine.

The complex sequence of events which succeed the
trial in the first novel has largely been omitted by the
second; the meaning of these events, however, has been
retained. 1In the first version of The Thief, after the
'trial Mitka, very ill, heads directly for Masha Dolomanova's
small apartment. His perigd of convalescence, however, is
spent under the care of the singer Zina Balueva, although
his récovery is complete only after a visit from Masha.

Then Mitka simply disappears for all the characters in the
novel, with only one brief visit to the locksmith Puchov
along the way; Except for the wvisit to Puchov, this has all
been deleted from the second novel. Mitka's convalescence,
which carries the significance of the three days between
Good‘Friday and Easter, has hot, however, been forgotten.
By virtue of the privilege of the re-ordering of time and
chronology accorded to the writer, this recovery has been
depicted in advance. Desperate for a place to stay after
his return from his visit to the country, Mitka has already
turned to Masha. Having appeared on hef doorstep in the

midst of a raging blizzard, he has been offered the use of
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a cot in Donka's little closet for three nights only,

beginﬁing the next night when Donka himself has returned.
Contemplating this invitation the next evening as he waits

for Zavarikhin at Batashikha's mill (this is also the even-

ing of Mitka's test of his future brother-in-law and of Tanya's
death), Mitka wonders whether he actually dare turn up at

Masha's as arranged:

Did he dare today to announce himself under

Masha's roof as intended, to disregard the risk

of immediate expulsion from Paradise. If, in

spite of all interdictions, he was not expelled,

it would mean that Paradise was already attained,

and then it would be all the more necessary for

him to be at Masha's, in order to save the

woman from the lover who had forgotten his place. . 36

Upon leaving the "universally accessible paradise"37

of Bataéhikha's mill--in othér words, Hell--Mitka heads

for Masha's with the knowledge that his arrival in Paradise
is imminent and that soon all his spiritual sufferings and
confusion are to be left behind.38 En route he discovers
Sanka following furtively behind him. It is to be only a
few hours later that evening, after waiting patiently in the
cold while Mitka supposedly searches for a promised package
of cigarettes, that Sanka will besto@ upon his Master his
"kiss.of death," thus setting in motion the chain of events
which culminate in the symbolic crucifixion. Having |
promptly forgotten the purpose of his search--Sanka's
cigarettes--Mitka becomes absorbed in the contents of Donka's

trunk. Amidst all the papers covered with poetry, Mitka
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comes across a hard metal object which turns out to be an
icon—Q"copper, of antique moulding, with enamel, an image.of
Saint Nikolay Mirlikiyskiy, the protector of those who have
lost their way, who have gone astray and who have shed

blood."39

Mitka is vaguely disturbed by the icon, which he
does not discover purely by coincidence. Having himself
become lost, gone astray, and shed blood, he is somehow
ébsolved of these errors simply through having touched the
sacred image. Masha herself does not overtly take part in
the cure, but the treasure with which Mitka has been rewarded
while within the shelter of hef "sanctuary" is sufficient

to reverse his tragic fate. Mitka's return to the ranks of
the living is set and now all that remains for him is to
follow the prescribed path. "Beyond the mountain pass the
sun shines, but terrible is the journey thfough the pass!"40
is the line quoted by Mitka in the original novel and by
Firsov in the revision. All that remains for Mitka now is

to conclude his treacherous journey--from spiritual death to

rebirth--through the pass.



- CHAPTER IV

PARADISE REJECTED, OR

THE THEORY OF PROGRESS

Absolutely crucial for the understénding of the
philosophical dialogue which constitutes the very heart of
Leonov's novel are the insights éﬁovided by the parable
related by the wise old Master_bf Blagusha, the locksmith

Puchov. Contained in this parable are all the most impor-

tant aspects of Leonov's theme--the Biblical myth of Para-

dise Lost, its derivative notion of metaphysical rebellion,

and the concept of human progress. Because of its length,

‘only parts of thé\parable and the commentary which accom-

~

panies it will be cited here.

"By the way, it was you who mentioned to me
recently, Fyodor Fyodorych,...that the enemies
of life will imprison us if we don't keep in
step with progress. I keep expecting your
‘characters to revolt sometime: enough, they
will say, the cage which civilization is
building for itself is getting more and more
crowded for us. Your truth, science, permits
us to glance into the abyss, and may even throw
us in...and into what an abyss! Here, I'll
tell you a parable. 1It'll be worthwhile for
you to listen, too, Mitkal!....

...When that same slip with the apple hap-
pened to Adam and Eve, they were chased with

a broom out of the garden Paradise....

Then their Temptor approached them,'excépt that
he had already changed out of his serpent's

60
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skin into dress clothes, you understand,....

'Don't grieve, citizens, there's another road
into the Garden. Get up, please, time is money,
I'll take you there myself!'...And he led them.
And from that time on he's been leading us. On-
ward Adam strikes with his wife, and behind them
all of us, their innumerable posterity, black
with soot....The wind tears our skin off in
shreds, but already there is nothing that will
satiate our greed. It's turned out to be a

long one, that road around, and those promised

"And rightly so!" Vekshin sullenly intervened.
"Because of this, once they get there they'll be
the masters of all. Man is such a prophetic word,
Puchov, that it is highexr than all other titles cn
earth. He cannot be otherwise: he must head on-
ward and upward, always onward and upward..."
"...To the black angel, when he erred in the
earliest of days, it also seemed that he was fly-
ing onward and upward, too, but he was falling
head over heels, Mitya." 1 :

The concept of progress outlined here is, by all ap-
pearances, an extremely negative one. Man is depicted as
being engaged in a futile chase which will last through all
eternity, convinced that the direction in which he is moving
is ever "onward and upward," when in fact he is only plun-
ging deeper and deeper into the depths. Puchov's remark
concerning the erroneous conception entertained by the "black
angel," made in response to Mitka's reaction to the parable,
clearly supports the analysis of the "Fall" in terms of a
rebellion against the divine authority of God as presented
in Chapter II. What is even more significant here, however,

~is Vekshin's clearly declared stand in favour of the posi-

tion of the rebel. How is this position to be reconciled
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with the network of Christ symbolism surrounding his person
as described in the preceding chépter? Part of the answer
to this question is to be derived from the fact that it is
still early in the novel and Vekshin has not yet begun his
transition from "Adam" to "Christ," the "Second Adam." Other
éspects of the questibn will hopefully be resolved in the
pages to follow.
-Dmitry Vekshin's argument, it should be noted, com-

" mands considerable support in the discussion which ensues
for the duration of the novel. Of the contributors to the
vdebate, only Manyukin and Puchév make any kind of statement
against Gprogress." Employing the rather obvious analogy
of a train, Russia's "last barin" makes the following
coﬁments in his diary:

You will say, perhaps,'that the train is still

racing through the darkness of the tunnel and

has not reached yet the light at the other side

of the mountain--but isn't the tunnel rather

long, Nikolasha? Has it any exit at all? Look

out, in case the darkness crushes you! 2
Manyukin's comments might wéll be easily dismissed as being
merely representative of the bitter attitude of disillusion-
ment which accompanies old age. Puchov's outlook on the
world, however, is entirely different, and must consequently
be accorded further study. |

The stand taken by the master craftsman of Blagusha

is unequivocably opposed to that of the rebel who denies
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God and then seeks his ideals, or "Paradise," in the form
of material progress brought about by technological advance-
ments. Mitka's wise "spiritual father" through all his
endeavours in Moscow, Puchov re?resents the impetus toward
the decision to return to "the Father's house," or God.
Perhaps, since both he and Mitka are referred to as "Master"
in the novel, and since the "polyphonic" approach has been
shown to be valid in other sections of the analysis, he is
the living personification of the existence of this impulse
within Vekshin himself. The locksmith's own life, in any
case, 1is quiet and serene.

In his soul he was tranquil, as men are tran-

guil who see far. From his youth up, Master

Puchov had felt this urge toward composure

and tranquility, and had given his heart to the

joiner's trade...In secret, though, he

" believed in the existence of a country where

there grow golden trees, and birds trill all

day long from silver throats. Perhaps it was

only to realize the mighty meaning of Peace

that he had sentenced himself to the locksmith's

craft and the companionship of violent men. 3
In the small shop in the backstreets of Blagusha where he
practices his trade, Puchov's "sun was his stove, which he
had made in his own image."4

Around him life was seething, men fought and died,

religions perished and revived again, but Master

Puchov in his cellar hole jealously guarded his

right to labor in peace at his woodwork and to
laugh at the everlasting turmoil of the world. 5

The positioh held by Puchov, however, has been won



~at a cost; the bersonal serenity and peace of the wise
craftsman have been attained at the price of his remoteness
from.the turmoil of the world. Puchov has extricated him-
self completely from the ambitious striving which consti-
tutes life itself, substituting in its place an existence
equivalent to that of a holy man sequestered in his quiet
monastic cell. 1In the second parable which Puchov relates
to Mitké, the 0ld man speaks of the times in his own youth
 when the priest with whom he used to share his monastery
cell used to awaken his young student with the request that
he read aloud the "song of praise to gentle Jesus" (akafist
sladchayshemu Isusu).6 And at the very end of the novel,
in'what is perhaps intended td be a direct parallel to this
stéry, the following exchange takes place between Puchov

‘and his protege:

"What is your cure, 0ld Prlmus, cauterization

or what?"
"It's the same cure that He used..." Puchov
sustained a deathly pause. "Go to Communion

for a start, Mitya!"
And again they were silent for a long time.

"That's out of character for me, Puchov...
And if it tears?"

"It won't, it's sweet. And what makes you so
special that you are so proud? A horned beast
[rogatiy skot] might in the same way be proud
that it is not buried in the damp earth like
other lowly humanity, but exclusively in the
bellies of the sovereigns of the world in the
form of beef! 7



- The humilifying cure prescribed by Puchov is the cure
of Christ, and the ritual of Communion which he recommends |
to Vekshin exactly duplicates the complex symbolism of
death and resurrection traced in the previous chapter.
Puchov's reply to Mitka's protest that this prescription
does not suit him echoes his earlier response to Mitka's
comment on his first parable. The disdainful rejecticn of
this profoundly meaningful sacrament signifies the same

unbending pride which condemned Satan himself to eternal

damnation.8

Mitka appears to react‘negatively to Puchov's
suggestions; but his final decision--whether to accept'or
reject the counsel of his friend--remains ambiguous. "I
will try to move onward and upward, Pu_chov,"9 is his imme-
diate response after the discussion cited ébove, but the

tone of the comments which follow is subtly altered. -

"Your medicine, 0ld Primus, is old and
antiquated, but thanks all the same. You
have always regaled me with the best of what
you have come up with during your life."

"I felt sorry for you, Mitya."

"It has always seemed to me that every

man, even in his features and his skills,
is similar to his god. And yours, I'm
sure, is a terribly conscientious, hard-
working god. Last fall I happened to

spend a night in a havstack and to look for
a long time into the night sky. Every now
and then a star would break loose and fall...
a8 troublesome business! And I'm sure thet,
like you, your god must crawl around the
heavens with a soldering iron, and then
bury himself in the clouds and sleep for
awhile. You ought to take a rest, too, 01ld
Primus!" 10 : -
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Puchov'§ god, whom Mitka envisions his spiritual

. counsellor as resembling; is colourfully depicted as
crawling around the heavens with a soldering iron, indus-’
triously restoring all the fallen stafs to their rightful
positions. Mitka, who has himself been referred to as a
falling star, or meteor,ll concludes his remarks with the
observation that Puchov, like his hard-working god, should
also stop for a well-deserved rest. The implication is
that the metal craftsman's old-fashioned medicine may well
have been more effective than a cursory evaluation of the
scene might indicate, particularly when there is mention
of the as yet "untried action of this medicine" in a suc-
ceeding paragraph..l2 How, then, is this apparent ambiguity
to be interpretedé

This question may to some extent be explained by the
tempérary benefits of the act. of taking Communion, of the
need for constant reaffirmation of faith in Cod and of the
recognition of one's indebtedneﬁs to Christ which are
symbplized in this ceremony. Perhaps Leonov's "Adam-turned-
Christ" has turned in penitence to his "Father's house,"
only to fall from grace once more.

The notion of a second fall is entirely consistent -
with the projected life-plan for his character of the
novelist within the'novel; the writer Firsov,. "Go out among
the people, search; suffer, resurrect, and fall again;"l3

are the final words of Firsov's prophecy for Vekshin. At



67

the end of Leonov's novel this prophecy appears to have been
realized, with one major qualification added, however, to
the understanding of this predicted outcome. Mitka's second

fall must be understood as being intentional, a voluntary

rejection of the blissful state ("Paradise") brought about
by the experience of spiritual regeneration, or resurrection.
The basis for this interpretation is provided by an
early sfory of Firsov's, about which the writer is ear-
nestly questioned by Sanka's wife, Ksenya. According to
Ksenya's paraphrase of the tale, é lost and wandering sailor
is taken in by a beautiful faify who gives him shelter from
earthly storms and misery and provides him with everything
he could possibly need to make his happiness complete.
Despite all this, however, the sailor becomes tired of his
idyllic existence, and "one fine day when the fairy was
exéecting him on her downy cloud (on earth called a 'feather
bed') the sailor pulled on his faithful top bbots, his
sailor's jacket, and his oilskins, put h;s fairy clothes
in the corner, ana went away again to wander over the

14 The sailor's explanation of

hungry, homeless earth."
his actions, as presented in the original version of the
novel, is as follows:

Human happiness isn't decent, you can see

through it...you can see through to all the
shame. 15

Ksenya asks Firsov why he "spits on human happiness," and

Al
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then proceeds to answer her own guestion.

Happiness is always petit bourgeois. Happi-
ness beginsg at the moment when there's
nowhere farther to go, when you have achieved
everything, everything! 16

The corresponding version of this statement is made in the

revised novel by Sanka:

The sailor, he was mighty conscientious!...
If half a year were to be spent in complete
happiness, nothing desired and nothing
striven for, then all production on earth
would come to a standstill, the soul would
stiffen and become cold forever. 17

Ksenya, who identifies strongly with Firsov's tale,

concludes her own remarks with the question which provides

the key to the entire philosophical debate presented by the

novel:

~

I admit that my feelings are ambiguous, Fyodor
Fyodorich. In my heart I understand your
sailor...Only...is hope really better than
happiness? 18

Rephrased, and put in the mouths of different charac-

ters, this question is posed time and again throughout the

novel.

Firsov states the issue in his notebook:

But once every dream depends on its realization,
when everything earthly is attained, what will
happen to man? And when he gets to know every-
thing through and through, won't he wish that
he knew just a little bit less? 19

~
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The old barin, Manyukin, poses the question from the depths

of his own personél degradation:

Zina

I stood and all the time I wondered, where 1is
the truth: does the striving for joy or the
experience of suffering move man forward? 20

Balueva, the nightclub singer who is also Mitka's

rejected mistress, makes the following remarks to her bro-

ther, Matvey:

I think that the further away happiness is, the
more people drink...as if dreams were made
closer by wine. And here Firsov says that
dreams are more important than happiness:
happiness passes, but hope, never. 21

Finally, Firsov explains his conception to Tanya the evening

when

sect:

the paths of their solitary evening wanderings~intér—

-

Truth has always been dearer to people than
happiness...Unfortunately, for the last

two thousand years they have not yet explained
in detail just what this truth consists of....
And I can't decide myself what. it is--heroism,
the striving for uniqueness, intolerance of the

-zoological aspect, or something beyond the

bounds of our present knowledge? 22

Of immense significance is the difference between

the conceptions of and attitudes toward happiness of Vekshin

and Zavarikhin. To the latter, happiness is a mere commo-

dity,

sdmething to be acquired through a simple business

transaction. "Afterwards we'll buy the mest marvellous

happiness, as great as the sun, from a gypsy on the black
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market, alright?"23

Nikolka promises his troubled fiancee.
Mitka, on the other hand, while also formulating his con-
ception in terms of price, expresses views guite the oppo-

site to those of Nikolka:

You keep wanting to palm off blindly onto me
happiness itself, just like a cat in a bag.
But don't you be in such a hurry, show me its
advantages. Is it worth the price that you
are asking? 24

Is happiness--i.e. "Paradise"--worth the price, Mitka
asks, and, strangely enough, his personal opinion would
appear to be that it is not. Furthermore, the fates of all
the other characters in Firsov's novel are in some way
dependent upon Mitka's decision. Tanya, Masha, and Sanka

all complain bitterly about Vekshin's imperious designation

of their individual destinies.

I am offended this time...by the unpardonable
contempt with which you designate the fates of
us, living people. 25

Thus Tanya protests Mitka's planned "test" of Zavarikhin
on the eve of her death. Masha, speaking against Tanya's
insistent claim that her brother's unkriown crime could not

have been serious, makes the following comments:

I would like myself to think that I am mis-
taken, but I wear constantly on my own body
the consequences of Mitka's deed...however,

it is better not to delve deeper into the
matter, because if you are going to insist

on proof or become angry, as you did recently,
then I will be forced to reveal myself and at

~
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the same time to ask everyone whether they

have not by any chance suffered from this

very...let's call it conditionally "iron-ness,"

of Mitka's. 26 _ '
Important here is Masha's indication that each individual
present (the gathering is in honour of Zinka's birthday) -
has had occasion to suffer as a consequence of Mitka's
iron-like nature.

Sanka, too, complains about the total domination of

- his life by his Master.
Bvidently, you have decided that everything in

me is yours....You have taken everything from
me, Master, you have torn out my soul, 27

he remarks bitterly after telling of his unsuccessful attempts
to kill Mitka. Vekshin's sufferings, profound as they are,
have at least been of his own choosing, while Sanka's have

all been externally imposed. "You have grown your own stone,
while mine has been cast upon me,"28 he despairs after his
wife's death.

Mitka's apparently thoughtléss treétment of.each of
thesé individual characters is linked to the next major issue
in the philosophical debate. Tanya, repeating Firsov's
arguments, provides a very precise summary of the conflict.

Someone convinced me the other day, wasn't it
Firsov, that it is still not known what exactly
is higher and more sacred--people or the abstract
idea of human good. Because 1f one simply loves

people, without idea or plan, then nothing will
come of it, and one-is immediately weakened by
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dumb pity and becomes entangled in it, just like
-in a mire. After all, truth lies in seeing
beyond need, even through the blood of one's
contemporaries, one's guiding star...isn't that
true? 29

The choice between the two alternatives--"people"

and the "abstract idea of human good"--is extremely difficult,

and ideally should never have to be made. Yet, according to
Leénov‘s novel, a definite decision has-to be made. The
crux of the matter lies in the notion of the need for some
kind of plan, for it is due precisely to the introduction of

this concept that the revised novel's theory of progress

differs markedly from the unique philosophy of the original.
Tanya's words, quoted above, are part of a distraught
plea for help for her brother. Masha's reply to this plea
and subsequent disclosure of the nature of the crime committed
against'her by Mitka reveal the specific choice which Vekshin
has made between the two alternative ideals and the disas-
trous consequences which have been the result of this
selection.
And I suppose that he really does love them...
not actual people, but humanity, which is rather
impersonal because it is so terribly distant,
pleasantly silent, even foggy, at the distance
of centuries...and in this it is infinitely
comfortable for love! After all, these are
varying things, perhaps even contradictory! 30
Mitka's guilt before Masha derives from his failure
to keep an appointment which he himself had arranged, the

result of which was Masha's rape and subsequent elopement
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with Agey. Asked the reason for Mitka's failure to appear
as promised, Masha's reply contains a distinct note of

sarcasm:

"I didn't ask, my dear,...somehow I wasn't
interested in what they were discussing there,"

Masha smiled with her lips only. "It was
probably something to do with universal happi-
ness." 31

Masha's fall and subsequent sufferings have endowed _her with
a wisdom that is unknown to the naive and innocent Tanya.

It is with penetrating insight that she ascribes much of

the blame for human sufferings to the passivity of abstract
ideals. If a little more attention was paid to individual

pedple, she says, rather than to that vague entity known as

"humanity," "there would be a little less grief on earth."32

’Firsov'é description of Vekshin fighting at the front during
the civil war which followed the revolution expresses a

similar attitude toward such abstractions.

In those years they fought for the great good of
mankind, thinking little in the confusion about
-actual people. This great love, divided equally
among all, at times gave off no more warmth than
a wax candle. Loving the whole earth with the
love of a plough, Vekshin endowed only Sulim
with a love that was tender, almost womanly.
When, during one hand-to-hand fight, a bullet
struck the horse between the eyes, Vekshin
carried himself that evening as if they had killed
half of himself. 33

Much ado is made by the critics of Mitka's senseless

act of revenge for the death of his beloved horse and of the
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overwhelming feelings of guilt with which he is burdened
after his murder of the White Officer who killed the horse.
The issue would be greatly clarified if the dispute over
possession of the horse was recognized for its true symbolic
value. The name "Sulim" is very probably derived from the
verb “"sulit'," "to promise." The horse, Sulim, is therefore

significative of the promise of the future and of the hope

which is the vehicie of Vekshin's fearless ride to meet the
future. (It is interesting to note that the horse driven by
Vekshin;s rival, Zavarikhiﬁ, is named "Fortunka," or
"Fortune.") His hopes and aspirations thus destroyed,
Mitka himself becomes like one dead.. His iron will, hitherto
undaunted by any obstacle, however great, has finally become
undermined. As Sanka perceptively observes, "rust"‘has—set
.in-3‘4

The occurrence of this diéilldsionment, this total
breakdown of drive and ambition, in a figure who supposedly
represents Christ, is highly paradoxical. For Christ,
despite his prayers in the Garden of Gethsemane that he be
released from his burden, never once faltered on his way to
the cross. It must be remembered, however, that Dmitry
Vekshin is only a partial Christ-figure, i.e. that he assumes
the role only temporarily. And it is here that the above-
mentioned concept of a’glgg becomes relevant.

After the death of Sulim, or Hope, much of Mitka's

apparent stagnation and inertia derives from his



75

indecision with regard to the direction which his future

strivings should take. Himself fully aware of the fact,

Mitka discusses this problem with Puchov.

And now I can't take a step until I reach a
precise decision...Because from here my major
plan will flow onward for a thousand years, in
which direction are we, Vekshins, to move?
What are we to strive for? And through obe-
dience and the corresponding enthusiasm it is
possible to pick such a plan that in a hundred
centuries you won't have exhausted it...even
if one were to take those very Chrlstlan
Middle Ages. 35

With this formulation of his dilemma, the entire
issue with which Mitka is confronted begins to make itself
clear. The immense task which lies before him is nothing
less than the designation cof, the goals to be striven for by
the whole of mankind. For "we Vekshins" are mankind.
Relating his second parable to illustrate the crippling effect
of following someone else's will rather than determining for
oneself what is right, Puchov refuses to give his friend
straightforward advice, but he does provide some fairly
broad hints as to the direction which he believes to be
necessary. - Asks Puchov:

Can'you, Vekshin, construct a bridge over the
abyss that would sustain burdens passing over
it? Or describe your dream in such a way that
your grandchildren would not alter it? Can
you comprehend the Father and Master of all
earthly life? Or die from grlef having one

day perpetrated a lie? Don't you fear your
illness; not every case leads to harm! 36
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The parable which precedes this series of questions
also provides the basis for their interpretation. "Read
the Song of Praise to Sweetest Jesus!" (akafist sladchayshemu

7 is Father Agafador's request of his somewhat less

Isusu)3
-than zealous pupil. The akathist is a hymn of praise to the
resurrected Christ, and to the meaning which Christ's per-
sohal victory over death carries for all men. What Puchov
is tryiﬁg to convey is thaf for Mitka, and indeed, for all
mankind, the way of Christ is the "bridge" that will carry
him across the abyss of hell and damnation to salvation.

His challenge to Mitka is that#he create a dream, or a set
of teachings, that will have as powerful and as lasting én
effect as the doctrine of Christianity, or else that he
reaffirm the original faith by allowing the "Father .and’
Master of all earthiy life" to give meaning to his exis-

tence. Puchov's final challenge is the most demanding of

all. "Could you die of grief, having committed an untruth

(sovershiv nepravdu)?" The "bridge" towards salvation must
ultimately consist of a spiritual death and subsequént
rebifth, and this is most certainly.the way of Christ.

The original version of Leonov's novel does not con-
tain the specific statement of paralyzing indecision made by
Mitka as stated above. It does, however, depict the dilemma
in a peculiar scene which, when understood for its true value,
carries some additional dvertones which are of utmost signi-

ficance. The scene in question is that cf Mitka's first
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visit to the psychiatrist, where he is unable to make a
decision as to which of two chairs he should sit in,

apparently creating a major issue out of a trifle.

"I can sit down either on this one or on that
one," said Mitka reflectively. "When I think
back, it seems to me that I've already sat on
one of them....Therefore I must sit down on
that one again....I can'‘t afford to make a
mistake. On which of them am I to sit?"
"On whichever you like," the analyst said
smiling, and went up a little closer to

~Mitka. "The one on the left has a nail
sticking out, but the one on the right is quite
safe, please note that." "No, it isn't a
question of that," said Mitka crossly. "It's a
question of law...one of two things: either I
remain alive or I don't...." 38

The.meaning of this otherwise incomprehensible
dilemma concerning the choice of chair is suggested by the
final pbsition predestined for Christ. After haviné spent
the allotted time émongst men on eaft@, and having fulfilled
the prophecy of-death and resurrection, Christ is to assume

his rightful place of honour--on the throne to the right-

hand side of God. For Mitka to sit on the wrong chair would

be tantamoﬁnt to Christ's failure to resurrect.

Mitka's spiritual regeneration} temporary as it may
be, does not appear to alter the fate o? Russia or of univer-
sal history, but this does not make his sufferings and his
strivings any less monumental. For, as his formidable rival
in love states near the end of the first novel,

Mitka is everlasting. He is the best in mankind.
He is the disaster that announces great storms.
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Men will never love him, but how dark the world
would be without him! But no, he'll always be
there as the wave is always in the sea even
when it's calm." 39
With all his shortcomings and doubts, Mitka Vekshin's spiri-

tual strivings, according to Leonov, still represent the

most noble impulses motivating mankind.



CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS

Firsov's highly critical review of his own novel,
printed in the Epilogue of Leonov's novel, is ostensibly an
admission of failure, an apology to his readers for his
mistakes. It is also, if one refuses to take the negative
aspects of his critique at face value, a very concise and
revealing summarization of the central themes and issues
discussed by the novel. Thus, even ideas severely condemned
by Firsov-the-critic are indicated as being of great impor-
tance to Firsov-the-writer, simply by virtue of the fact of
their inclusion in the article. According to the reverse
logic of this interpretive approach, the analysis of the
novel as a presentation of the Biblical myth of Paradise
Lost and a philosophical discussion of the Christian era is
undoubtedly confirmed.

Anticipating the words of his future critics, Firsov
writes:

It never occurred to Fyodor Fyodorych that the dis-
~graceful world war had wrenched out roots and all the
branching Biblical tree under the protection of which
had been written the masterpieces of yesterday's civili-
zation. The new era was born of fire, above all, in
flaming anger, on the ruins of the so-called Christian
brotherhood with which...indeed my friends, it is
absolutely sinful to. deceive for so long and on such

a scale an honest people. 1
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Scathing as these remarks appear to be, they represent
a statement of content far more specific than their author
ever dared to include in the origihal novel. And although
Soviet critics are very careful in their treatment of such
pofentially dangerous issues, it is not likely that their
implications have gone éntirely unnoticed. -

Leonov, however, leaves a very wide margin for his
critics, providing them with enough material to make cir-
cumvention of dangerous topics not only possible, but even
probable for any critic working within the socialist-
realist framework. The entire issue is discussed by Leonocv
himself within the pages ofvhis novel as part of his treat-
ment of,the_theorétical and technical problems encountéred
by Firsov. The range of possible interpretations of'his.own
novel is p01nted out by Firsov durlng his hlthy 51gn1flcant

-

phllosophlcal dlscu551on w1th Tanya

But you need only raise the magnifying glass of the
thorough investigator to any point, and you will be
struck by the harmony of the composite parts, the
depth of motivation, the filigree quality of the
‘finishing touches, and finally, the greatest diversity,
artfully compressed into the utmost simplicity,
where any observer will seek out for himself a sub-
ject in keeping with his own measure and taste....
Even for a nocturnal stroller like me, wandering in
late under the family roof, there will also be
found some comic food to correspond with his jovial
frame of mind. 2

Leonov himself may well be laughing at the series of
complex and subtle deceptions which he has perpetrated upon

his readers, for the existence of the network of "devious
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symbolism" ascribed to his works by Hayward (See Introduc-
tion) is confirmed within the novel. Once again employing .

the device of anticipated criticism, Leonov writes:

Most of the critics' stings Firsov suffered because
of Mitka, in whose flgure was percelved a wicked
" symbolism (zlostnaya simvolika). 3

The explanation for the use of this symbolism is provided
very soon afterwards, in Leonov's explanation of the
reasoning behind Firsov's introduction of a "fictitious

double" into the narrative of his novel.

In an attempt to defend himself from the attacks
of the critics, as well as from the official
inquisitiveness of his superiors, Firsov resorted
to a constant torturing of the plot, as a result
of which the narrative seemed to double, creating
a sort of dazzling effect upon reading. This
device involved, simultaneously with Firsov's

‘own invasion of the underground life of the
capital, the arrival in Blagusha of a second such
writer, with his same surname and with the exact
same goal of writing a novel about criminal life...
Understandably, this infinitely complicated the
depictive tasks of the primary Firsov; in return,
however, it permitted reproduction with mirror-like
exactness the most complicated and forbidden cir-

- cumstances, thus shifting the responsibility for
his dangerous theme and for his own literary in-
eptness onto the unsteady band of accomplices which
he headed. 4

This apparent flaunting of the socialist-realist

status quo is not an isolated occurrence within the novel.

Consequently, criticism justifiably charged him
with far-fetchedness in the idea of Vekshin and

of his guilt, but the whole trouble was con-
tained more in the illegality of the philosophical
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posing of the guestion than in the 1mp@rféct
thinking of the author with regard to his
hero. 5

One wonders how Leonov has managed to get away with meking
such overtly subversive statements. But perhaps the answer
to this question is also included within the novel. 1In

reply to a claim by Vekshin that he is lying, Firsov states:

"Obviously he is lying," Firsov maintained staunchly,
"but after all, the most important thing in art is
not about what, but who [italics Leonov's] is lying.
True art lies in the selection of material, that is,
in .the substitution of the general by the particular,
or the other way around! What I want to say is that,
to a certain extent, art is a deception perpetrated
with the unwritten consent of the parties concerned...
And by the way, that is why--don't you think, Dmitry
Egorych--the personality of the artist is always more
important than his theme?" 6

The implications of this statement are rathér astoun-
ding. Depending, of course, on whom the author has’in mind
when he speaks of the ™iunwritten consént of the parties
concerned," this comment could be interpreted as an innocent
reference to the generally recognized and accepted device of
literary artifice. However, the statement that the perso-
nality of thé artist is more important than his theme
encourages additional speculation. Could it be that Leonov's
status as an esteemed Soviet writer and publicist who has
always spoken out (officially, at least) in favour of the.
Revolution and its resulting political developments has
granted him some measure of protection from the penetrating

eyes of censors and critics? Or that the obscurity of his
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presentation haé made his subject matter seem less
dangercus? The existence of a "conspiracy" in support of
such subversive elements would appear to be highly unlikely,
not to mention dangerous, but the possibility should not be
ruled out entirely.

Leonov's views regarding the high calling of the
artist have already been documented in the Introduction to
the present study,7 In the novel itself, this "calling"
assumes the proportions of an almost sacred mission. "I
have alréady said, Fyodor Fyodoryéh, that in your own temple
you are to some extent an.acknéwledged priest, while I am
only an ordinary inhabitant,"8 is Mitkafs reply to Firsov's
abdve—cited question. Masha Dolomanova, in her role as
simultaneously cruel and enchanting Muse, makes the follow-

‘ing comments:

-

Upon verification, your most self-evident heroces
turn out not to be heroes at all, but are rather
eccentrics of some sort, maniacs, and even literal

horned devils exist in your early stories. Oh,
how wrong it is to inculcate upon the masses
belief in an unclean power!...What are you, an

-authentic mystic, or of spiritual calling? 9

Firsov's answer to this question is most revealing:

Marvya Fyodorovna,lo my wise and clever one...
Masha, it's so good that from time to time,
unknown to the world, I can come to you and be
silent about that which is most sacred on
~earth! 11

In subsequent passages, such as the tirade which
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follows the aboVe—quoted exchange between Firsov and Masha,
the writer's conception of his literary calling takes on
messianic proportions:

I have nothing with which to deceive you, because

in truth my wealth is immeasurable, and on earth

I alone know to what extent my kingdom is of this

world.... 12
The corresponding passage from the original, which is
curiously absent from Hubert Butler's English translation,

‘is as follows:

Yes, my wealth is not of this world....That beggar
from Nazareth knew how to express himself. Aall is
within me and more than all. 13 '

'At the conclusion of the Interview with Leonid Leonov

published in Soviet Literature, the author, speaking against

the "very damaging and dangerous assumption [held by Americans]
that nothing that is written 'legally' in our country can
be any good," makes another significant reference to Christ:
Well, in the days of Jesus Christ there was a
saying in Judea. 'Can there any good thing come
out of Nazareth?' And look what a silly mis-
take they made! 14
Whether or not Leonov may be declared a direct
heir to the tradition of Russian messianism of Dostoevsky
and Gogol remains a point for further discussion; however,

his leanings in this direction are unmistakable. That

Leonov conceives of his vocation in Soviet Russia to be
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in some way equivalent to the task of Jesus of Nazareth is
not totally inconceivable. For the author's concern with
thelgrowth'and sustenance of the spiritual elements of
human nature finds expression in his critical articles15 as
well as in his artistic works.16 The term "spiritual" has
become acceptable in the vocabulary of Marxist-Leninist
literary criticism, and such eminent Soviet analysts of
Leonov's works as Kovalev, Starikova, Fink, and Bogus-
lavskaya all refer to Leonov's depiction of the "spiritual
dévelopmént" of Russia in their afticles. That this is so
may even be a direct result of the efforts of Leonov and
of others who share a similar cause.

Generally speaking, however, Leonov's ideas have a
loﬁg way to go beforé they can attain official status in
So&iet society, and Firsov's self-critical review contains
ominous allusions to the dangers of Leonov's present posi-
tion. Addressing himself to Firsov, the imaginary critic
rages: "You are only an ignoramus and an impostor, an

17

apostate who deserves to be burned." The prospect is

not at all encouraging.

18 as Firsov

Yet "every truth begins with a heresy,"
is criticized for having stated, and Lecnov obviously
believes in the power of an initial isolated inspiration
to take hold and eventually to acquire such proportions as

to alter the course of history. Returning one last time to

Mitka's "fortune," Firsov presents the following discussion
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of mankind's plans and human progress:

"And you suppose that I [Mitka] am going to
- drink your devilish potion?"

"You'll swallow it, my friend. I wouldn't

have written about you if it weren't so... .
First you'll just try it, and then you won't be
~able to tear your lips away from it. It's

more intoxicating than opium. After a couple

of sips you'll begin to see into the distance

of progress, by some irrational indirect vision,
a strange upheaval of major plans. And suddenly
on the flat canvas of reality, above the real,
there will appear in the most threatening com-
binations, bordering on general madness, flowing
signs and numbers, flickering landscapes and
events, as luck would have it, out of reach of
the majority and justifiably rejected by other
philosophers because it [italics Leonov's] always
hindered...how can I put it more exactly?"

"Who hindered whom?" Vekshin sullenly took
advantage of his hesitation.

"Well...it hindered men by means of a reason-

able simplification, that is to say, through a
levelling of the structural distinctions between
the heel and the capricious fabric of the brain,
in obtaining the highest good for mankind--
deliverance from the most dangerous of all divid-
ing evils, from intellectual inequality. And if
my mixture doesn't set you on fire from within,
then sometime we will return again to the present
topic...not I, but that ultimate Firsov, who after

a hundred years will begin to obtain results. He,
_then, will seal in forever me and you, Dmitry

Vekshin, on writing paper for history." 19

The image of the potion which Firsov has prepared

for his hero to drink is reminiscent of the sufferings

preordained for Christ by God. "Let this cup pass from
me,"20 are the words of Jesus' prayer in the Garden of
Gethsemane. The seemingly insignificant crucifixion of

Christ which was the "drinking" of the "cup" provided the
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basis for a new religion which eventually assumed world-
wide proportions and affected significantly not only the
lives of individual men but gave historical direction to
entire nations as well.

The "major plans” with which Mitka's spiritual
strivings are destined to interfere are those for a
socialist-materialist utopia, the aspiration toward which
is represented in the novel by such characters as Zinka's
brother Matvey, Chikelyov, and to a lesser extent, because
of his rare appearances, Atashez.

By far the most vociferous of these three characters
is the financial inspector and chairman of the House Com-
mittee, Pyotr Gorbidonych Chikelyov. Representative of the
bourgeois petty bureaucracy (meshchanstvo) at its worst,
this spiteful and crafty little man is the mouthpiece within
the novel of the philosophy of utopiarn socialism in its
most simplistic and terrible form. Chikelyov, too, claims
to uphold the ideal of "striving for the h_ighest_good,"21
but his personal vision of the future "ideal" society is
horrifying.

If they appointed me, let's say, director of the
terrestrial globe, I would in general not permit
anyone to have private secrets. I would have it
so that anyone could go up to anyone else at any
hour of the day or night and read his moods by
means of a machine with magnetic antennae, that's
how! With today's achievements of technological
thought--the death ray and sneezing gas!--it is

possible in one instant to completely terminate
life...No sir, man must never be left alone with
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his thinking without supervision through a magni-
fying glass! Thought--there is the major source
of suffering and of every inequality, personal
and social. Thus, in all simplicity, I suppose
- that he who destroys it, the accursed thing,
mankind will raise above the heavens in its
~grateful memory! 22
In Chikelyov's view, human suffering is caused by
the differences between individual human beings as created
by their own unique capacities for thought. Ironically,
his conception of the ideal society is one in which all
thought would be brought down to his own narrow and un-
inspired level rather than raised to a level higher than
his own.23 "For example," states Chikelyov, "every genius
is an extremely anti-social phenomenon, directed toward the

moral depreciation of the working majority..."24

- I, characteristically, do not wish evil on anyone,
not in the least. I am only striving to simplify
universal life by means of the application of a
burning truth! After all, that's what happiness
is..." 25

It is not surprising, therefore, that Chikelyov's
relationship with Firsov, whose interests lie in the most
complex aspects of human existence, is somewhat less than
cordial. In the original version of the novel Chikelyov
is recorded as having made the following remark about
writers:

If T were in authority I should order all authors

to describe life from its cheerful side, for every-
one ought to laugh.- 26
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- The revised edition of the novel contains a much more ominous
allusion to the silent threat to Firsov and to writers in
~general posed by those members of Soviet officialdom who
are of the same mentality as Chikelyov. The following re-
marks ostensibly summarize Zinka's attempts to calm
Chikelyov down following his humiliating run-in with Firsov
after his public reading of Manyukin's diary.

Chikelyov was well enough aware that the Russian

writer was a hopelessly rotten race which had had

the luck to escape the noose and the executioner's

block, its own pistol and that of its rivals, but

yet which strove for certain death from heavy

drinking, with a case of consumption as well.

And if Pyotr Gorbidonych hadn't as yet drafted

a bill that would opportunely distribute these

people among the mental hospitals, it was purely

out of the consideration that, after a very short

interval, there would then remain in Russia only

readers. 27

From this powerful statement, the threat of which

remains alarmingly real in the Soviet Union today, may be
deduced Leonov's continued awareness of the danger of his
own position. His fear for himself, however, is greatly
surpassed by his fear of the damage which may be done by
narrow-minded and short-sighted planners (of whom Chikelyov

is a parody28

), by his contempt for_the efforts of medio-
crity to surpass genius and of atheism to deny faith.

In The Thief, Leonov (who has defined the fﬁnction
of art as a "reconnaissance service into the future"zg)
proclaims the necessity for a "plan" or a "dream" for the

future, but condemns the‘formulation of this plan in purely
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material terms. Like his master and predecessor, Dos-
toevsky, Leonov views with deep distrust the propounders of
the goals of atheistic humanism and the "ideal" Communist
state. The rich and complex religious symbolism woven into
the larger phildsophical debate provides the basis for
Leonov's presentation of his arguments in favour of spiritual
enlightenment and the need for a clearly stated moral code.
Such a code had been upheld for centuries in Russia by
Orthodox Christianity, but with the advent of Bolshevism it
was roughly cast aside. The result of this denial of the
validity of the guiding religious principles of the past was
the state of spiritual trauma and moral lack of direction
thét have been depicted in Dmitry Vekshin. Leonov does not
.suéport the return of Soviet society specifically to
Christianity, hbwever, but rather states the need for every
individual (Russian and non-Russian) to come to his own
understanding of the great moral truths (suchvas the
Biblical commandment "Thou shalt not kill"). His object is
not to reinstate Christianity as official doctrine, but to
reaffirm its principles through present—day experience on a
level that is personally meaningful to every individual.
As Firsov explains to Mitka:

I am afraid of being incomprehensible to you,

Dmitry Egorych, but several recent artistic

failures have led me to the conclusion that

it is more convenient to observe the heroes

of our day, not through the magnifying glass
of generally-known moral truths, of which the



majority are buried under layers of catastro-

phic social upheaval anyway!...not even in the

light of lyrical tragedy, because even the most

heroic personality with all his ecstasies of love

will be drawn at least strangely against the

fiery sky of our reallby' .but only through the

working process, in which are united his mlnd his

capacity for life, and his will! 30

This statement (which explains Leonov's apparent

change of subject material in subsequent works) is further
supported by Firsov's designation of the type of art
required, previously cited in the Introduction. "I stand
for art which makes man better in general,"?l Firsov was
quoted as saying, the implication being that mere material
improvements in his standard of living are insufficient to
provide the spiritual sustenance required by every man.
But, Firsov warns at the same time, external controls
(even in the form of novels such as his own) are insuffer-
able. The human soul must "contemplate by itself every-
thing of which its existence is composed."32

The freedom of the individual, and his freedom to

choose his own destiny, cannot be denied.
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39Demchenko, "Tema kul'tury v kontseptsii Vora," in
Tvorchestvo Leonida Leonova, 1969, pp. 201-2. The same
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tion contained within the mind of the writer himself.

llVor I, p. 298.

121pid., p. 299.

13Vor I, p. 240.
4Leonov and Isakovich, "Interview with Leonid Leonov,"

Soviet Literature, XII (December, 1961l), p. 135. This part
of the Interview is not duplicated by Partisan Review.

'lSSee, for example, some of Leonov's articles as pub-
lished in Literatura i vremya: "Zhivaya svyaz' pokoleniy,"
Pp. 246-48; "Beskorystnyy i svedushchiy drug," pp. 252-54;
"Slovo o Tolstom," pp. 273-99.

161n the revised version of the novel under analy51s,
Leonov refers to a "discussion of the place of ideas in the
works of an artist, of some of the dangers of disregarding
the phenomena of spiritual life..." . Vor II, p. 485.

17Vor II, p. 621.

18:pid., p. 621.

191pi4., pp. 138-39.

20Matthew 26:30.

,21Vor II, p. 384.

221pid., p. 341.

23

24Vor I1, p. 383.

231pbid., p. 384.

26The Thief, p. 246.

Kovalev, Tvorchestvo Leonida lLeonova,l1962, pp. 236-37.



106

.27Vor_II, p. 344,

28Chikelyov's very name is strikingly similar to
"chelovek," suggesting that he is a parody of man in
general. , '

»29Vor II, p. 519.
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