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ABSTRACT

The ‘Superfluous Man’ in Nineteenth-Century French Literature

The “superfluous man’ is a hero-type of paramount importance in nineteenth-century
Russian literature. The term denotes a hero who is endowed with exceptional intelligence
and sensibility and who is socially and politically idealistic, but who nevertheless remains
fundamentally powerless to act - both because of the repressive nature of contemporary
society and because of personal weakness. Although deeply disenchanted by the failure of
contemporary society to meet his ideals, he is unable either to reconcile himself to this
failure or to effect change. He is usually noble by heritage, but considers himself superior on
the basis of his intelligence, sensibility, and talent rather than rank and is, in fact, deeply
alienated from conventional society. With no role in the existing social structure and no
constructive outlet for his abilities and idealism, he is reduced to futile transgression against
social mores. Despite the futile nature of his rebellion, however, the superfluous man is of
immense literary and social significance, for he is, above all, a powerful literary symbol of
the breakdown of the traditional societal elite of the nobility and the formation of a new elite
based, not on rank, but on intelligence, education, and political and social radicalism - an
‘intelligentsia’.

It is my contention that not only does a figure analogous to the ‘superfluous man’
exist in nineteenth-century French literature, but also that he is of similar significance as an
indicator of the decline of the traditional societal elite of the nobility and the emergence of an
identifiable intellectual elite in nineteenth-century France. Thus, by using critical categories
commonly used to describe phases in Russian literature, we can examine aspects of
nineteenth-century French literature and society from a new, unusual, and profitable angle.
This thesis examines thirteen nineteenth-century Russian and French literary heroes within
the context of the Russian model to establish both the existence of a French ‘superfluous
man’ and his significance to the rise of a French intellectual elite.

SUSAN M. BEDRY
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INTRODUCTION

1. The ‘Superfluous Man’ and the Problem of the ‘Heroic’

They fled to the stony hills,
To the dark caves.

When a prince flies to the mountain,
There he is turned to stone;
When a second flies,

There he is turned to stone;

When a third flies,

There he is turned to stone.

Since that time there are no more heroes
in the Russian land.!

Who is the superfluous man? He is the typical exception...
he is too typical to be an exception and too exceptional to be a type.?

The ‘superfluous man’ (Russian lishni chelovek) is a hero-type whose importance in
nineteenth-century Russian literature can hardly be overestimated. Defined by the
Dictionary of Russian Literature as ‘a hero who is sensitive to social and ethical problems,
but who fails to act, partly because of personal weakness, partly because of political and
social restraints on his freedom of action’,* he is endowed with exceptional intelligence and
sensibility and is socially and politically progressive; he is, nevertheless, fundamentally
impotent, unable to act in any meaningful direction. Although deeply disenchanted with the
failure of contemporary society to meet his ideals, he is unable either to reconcile himself to
this failure or to effect change. Usually noble by heritage, he considers himself superior on
the basis of his intelligence, sensibility, and talent rather than rank and is, in fact, deeply
alienated from conventional society. With no role in the existing social structure and no
constructive outlet for his abilities, he is reduced to futile transgression against social mores.

Peter L. Thorslev notes that: ‘The hero as he appears in literature bears with him the
ethos of the age, the unspoken assumptions, the philosophical presuppositions in the context
of which his existence becomes meaningful. His life mirrors not so much the events of the
age as its tastes, its values, its aspirations and hopes for the future.’* The superfluous man,
however, is a hero who is defined by his lack of ‘heroic’ achievement and by his “unheroic’

! Tale of the Ruin of the Russian Land (apocryphal; quoted by C.M. Bowra in ‘The Hero’, in The Hero in
Literature, Victor Brombert, Ed., (Greenwich, Conn: Fawcett, 1969), pp. 22-52).

? Ivanov-Razumnik, quoted by John Mersereau Jr. in Mikhail Lermontov ( Carbondale: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1962), p. 149.

3 William E. Harkins, Dictionary of Russian Literature (London: Allen & Unwin, 1957), p. 373.
* Peter L. Thorslev, The Byronic Hero (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1962), p. 19.
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qualities; and he thus brings into question not only the very nature of heroism, but also the
nature of a society where the best and the brightest are reduced to superfluity. The
overwhelming dominance in nineteenth-century Russian literature of the futile and frustrated
superfluous man - whose existence is meaningless, whose aspirations and hopes for the
future are inevitably abortive - is thus of great significance. As F.D. Reeve notes:

The superfluous man is not a do-nothing but a man who is morally alienated,
who has lived out all the experience his society can offer. He has used up his
society but cannot alter it or be reconciled to it. As a channel marker shows the
limits of navigable water, so he shows the bounds of the extremes of social
behavior. He does not represent his age. He moves against it.*

Despite - because of - the abortive nature of his rebellion, the superfluous man is of
immense literary and social significance. He is, of course, a powerful condemnation of the
nature of nineteenth-century Russian society; but his import does not end with contemporary
social and political criticism - were that so, he would have little to say to the modern reader.
The superfluous man does not ‘bear with him the ethos of the age’; he revolts against it in a
search for the ethos of the future. In ‘moving against his age’, he becomes the recognizable
ancestor of the intellectual hero in literature - the ‘redemptive revolutionary hero’, who
‘fights paradoxically against a social order and for a society’® - and a powerful literary
indicator of the breakdown of the traditional societal elite of the nobility and the formation of
a new elite based, not on rank, but on intelligence, education, and political and social
radicalism: an intelligentsia. As Richard Freeborn notes: ‘The history of the Russian

intelligentsia was to be written initially in the Russian novel.”’

SF.D. Reeve, The Russian Novel (London: Frederick Muller, 1967), p. 55.

¢ Victor Brombert, ‘Introduction: The Idea of the Hero’ in The Hero in Literature, Victor Brombert, Ed.
(Greenwich, Conn: Fawcett Publications, 1969), p. 13.

" Richard Freeborn, The Rise of the Russian Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), p. 117.
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2. Extending National Boundaries: the ‘Superfluous Man’ in French Literature

‘Superfluous men’ can be found anywhere and everywhere, in all ages, among all
nations. [...] There are epochs which especially foster the appearance of the
superfluous man - and just such an epoch in Russian social life was the hundred
years from the middle of the eighteenth to the middle of the nineteenth century.®

Although the ‘superfluous man’ is typically considered as an exclusively Russian
type, it is my contention that the corresponding epoch in French social life not only produced
a figure analogous to the Russian superfluous man, but also that he is of similar significance
as a precursor of the modern intellectual hero in French literature - and of the emergence of
an identifiable intellectual elite in nineteenth-century France.

Indeed, several scholars have come tantalizingly close to the concept of the
‘superfluous man’ in their analyses of the hero - especially the ‘romantic hero’ - in
nineteenth-century French literature. For example, George Ross Ridge classes the French
romantic hero into five roles and a pseudo-role, and concludes that the sole aspect which all
romantic heroes share is self-consciousness:

The hero has a romantic sensibility which the herdsmen do not possess, and he is
self-conscious because he is aware of this fundamental difference. [...] The
romantic hero is self-consciously unique; he knows that he is different from and
does not belong to the herd, society. He is, in truth, outside society.’

In his appraisal of the romantic ‘anti-hero’ (his ‘pseudo-role’) especially, Ridge approaches

the concept of the superfluous man:

The romantic hero and the anti-hero are both motivated by self-consciousness,
i.e., awareness plus the romantic sensibility, though they evince far different
traits. The anti-hero, too, is self-conscious and does possess heroic potentiality.
He is aware of the forces which mould him and the social forces against which he
struggles. But self-consciousness is differently orientated in the anti-hero, since
it represents his ironic appraisal of self in the social context. [...] The anti-hero
always observes himself and he wryly comments upon his own weakness. He
withers under his own debilitating irony, turned within."

Glyn Holmes attempts to establish a sub-type of romantic hero, based on Constant’s
Adolphe, which he calls the ‘Adolphe type’. His description of the crucial traits of this
‘type’, like that of Ridge, is strikingly similar to those of the ‘superfluous man’:

# Ivanov-Razumnik, quoted by Mersereau, p. 149.

® George Ross Ridge, The Hero in French Romantic Literature (Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press,
1959), p. 6.

'9 Ridge (1959), p. 128.



All are young men, born into a class of society which protects them from the
harsher aspects of life, and who, upon entry into society, have little idea what to
do in life, and show virtually no interest in pursuing what the society of their time
might regard as a useful career. They subsequently find themselves in opposition
to many of the conventions and attitudes adopted by the society of the time, into
which they are unable to integrate. They consider themselves superior to the herd
and, feeling themselves to be morally isolated from most of their
contemporaries, develop a tendency towards introversion and self-analysis. They
are also unable to acquire a firm religious faith, and this fact, coupled with their
inability to integrate into society, leads them to seek fulfilment in personally
conceived ideals."

Victor Brombert also comes very close indeed to the concept of a French
‘superfluous man’ in nineteenth-century society and literature:

The emergence of the intellectual hero, and the key position he occupies in the
modern French novel, can no doubt also be attributed to the growing prestige of
an intellectual elite which, beginning in the late eighteenth century, saw itself
further and further estranged in a society whose culture it inherited, but whose
moral and aesthetic criteria it felt compelled to reject. Literature reflects the
pride of this new aristocracy of the intellect. Rousseau’s Saint-Preux, Stendhal’s
Julian Sorel, the ambitious young men of Balzac, Vigny’s Chatterton and Stello,
combine passionate temperaments with a fierce nobility that no longer marks a
nobility of the blood or heroic deeds, but a nobility of the mind. The typical
Romantic hero - often non-heroic, self-conscious and hyper-nervous - asserts
himself less through physical prowess or striking adventures than through the
distinction of his spirit. The irremediable clash between his social condition and
his spiritual vocation predestines him to tragedy."

It is clear that a literary type similar to the Russian superfluous man does exist in
French literature; indeed, George Sand invented the strikingly similar term komme inutile to
describe her hero Jacques (Jacques, 1834). However, when this question of parallels is
discussed (and, to my knowledge, it has only been discussed in the context of Russian
literary criticism) it is usually if not always in the context of derivation; in other words, that
the Russian superfluous man shares certain qualities with nineteenth-century French heroes
because of the huge influence which French literature wielded in Russia at the time.
Although this is true up to a point, it smacks of cultural elitism - and does not take into
account the vitality of the Russian literary tradition which had begun, by the nineteenth
century, to blaze a trail independent of European examples. I wish to turn this tradition of
criticism on its head: to show, not that the Russian ‘superfluous man’ can be considered as

! Glyn Holmes, The ‘Adolphe Type’ in French Fiction in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century (Quebec:
Editions Naaman, 1977), p. 9.

12 Victor Brombert, The Intellectual Hero: Studies in the French Novel 1880-1955 (London: Faber and
Faber,1961), p. 14.



similar to his French counterparts, but instead that a series of French nineteenth-century
literary heroes can be considered as ‘superfluous men’. This does not involve direct
influence (Russian literature, of course, only really impacted upon the European tradition in
the last few decades of the nineteenth century®) but an examination of how similar social,
historical, and literary trends produced analogous hero-types. Thus, by using critical
categories commonly used to describe phases in Russian literature, we can illuminate aspects
of nineteenth-century French literature from a new, unusual, and profitable angle.

1 See F.J.W. Hemmings’ The Russian Novel in France 1884-1914 (London: Oxford University Press, 1950)
for an excellent examination of this. '



3. The Historical Background of the ‘Superfluous Man’

To establish more than a superficial similarity between these two groups of alienated
and world-weary heroes - as well as to fully understand the significance of the superfluous
man - it is necessary to briefly outline the historical background to his emergence, and to
place him within the context of two interlinked social trends: a) the decline of the traditional
hereditary nobility and the concurrent rise of individualism within the class structure, and b)
the growing prestige and importance of an increasingly independent and critical breed of
writers and thinkers. Although the histories of Russia and France during this period are, of
course, widely divergent, there are significant similarities which led, in each case, to the
emergence of the superfluous man and, eventually, to the formation of a distinct intellectual
elite.

a) The decline of the nobility and the rise of individualism within the class structure

The decline of the Russian nobility did not begin with the Emancipation of the serfs
in 1861; although the Emancipation did a great deal to hasten the economic disintegration of
the traditional landowning gentry, the real roots of the decay were as much philosophical and
psychological as economic - and must be traced back to the eighteenth century.

Historically, the Russian nobility was based on the concept of service to the state, as
Marc Raeff notes:

The Russian nobleman of the eighteenth century quite clearly was exclusively a
servant of the state. [...] The stress was on the nobleman’s usefulness to the state
and to society at large, not his worth as a private individual or his role as a
member of a special group. Outside service a Russian nobleman in the
eighteenth century had no socially meaningful and acceptable outlet for his
talents, energy, and activities."

This emphasis on service meant that a nobleman was wholly dependent on the state for his
person, property, and family status; nobility was a state that could be lost, and noblemen
who did not serve were considered undeserving of their rank. Another important byproduct
of the service mentality was a certain feeling of rootlessness among the service nobility;
both military and civil service entailed moving to wherever the state dictated, and thus broke
the bonds of the landowning gentry with their family estates. Against this background, Peter
the Great’s extensive reorganization of the service system assumes paramount importance:
in 1722, Peter systematized the service principle by creating the Table of Ranks, with
fourteen grades of civil servants, based on German titles and equivalent to military ranks.

' Marc Raeff, Origins of the Russian intelligentsia: the eighteenth-century nobility (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, and World, 1966), p. 120.
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Most significantly, the service system was changed to admit talented commoners, who could
then achieve personal or hereditary nobility after a successful service career. This
revolutionary ‘equalization’ was to have huge consequences: new concepts of merit,
hierarchy, and reward entered the psychology of the nobility, and the function of service was
now to prove one’s personal merit and talent, rather than to fulfil a preordained role for
which, by virtue of birth, one was already suited. This new emphasis thus amounted to an
endorsement of individualism over class identity, as Raeff notes:

The merit clause of the Table of Ranks provided both the stimulus and the
foundation for the development of individualism. It was the first time, since the
Times of Troubles at least, that an individual’s worth was given public
recognition and status in Russia [...], but at the same time a new element of
personal insecurity was introduced: no one could feel he had a place and role in
society (and the state) until he had secured it by dint of his own efforts and
work."

After the institution of the Table of Ranks, the service role of the Russian nobility
continued to be redefined and diminished. In 1736, compulsory state service for noblemen
was limited to a period of twenty-five years, and in 1762, the nobility was freed completely
from compulsory service and those serving were allowed to resign. Although the decrees of
1736 and 1762 can be (and often are) seen as triumphs for the nobility over the state, the
newly optional status of state service signalled, in effect, the state’s autonomy from the
nobility and would lead to the emergence of a burgeoning bureaucratic class. This new
‘caste’ of bureaucrats and career officials - many of whom, by the mid-nineteenth century,
would be non-noble - would usurp the nobility’s traditional role within the state, ‘taking
over the positions of prominence and securing rewards, recognition, and high status, while
the nobility was withdrawing from direct participation in the business of the state.’!

During the remainder of the eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth, the
traditional rights and privileges of the gentry were to be eroded and their social and political
roles modified,” while their viability as an economic class - tenuous even before the
Emancipation - was further diminished, as J.N. Westwood notes:

Long before the Emancipation many had been leading lives far in excess of their
incomes. On the eve of Emancipation two-thirds of their property had already

15 Raeff, p. 41.
16 Raeff, p. 107.

17 For example, the abolition in 1730 of the law of entail (established by Peter the Great to safeguard the estates
of the nobility) restored the tradition that all children of a nobleman shared in his estate and led to the
fragmentation and sale of many properties, further reducing the connection of the nobility to the land. After
Emancipation, too, this trend continued: for example, in 1863 restrictions on corporal punishment were
introduced, followed in 1874 by universal liability to conscription.
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been mortgaged to government banks. Over the century, in effect, state funds
had been diverted as mortgage loans to landowners who used them less for
productive investment than for maintaining their standard of living. For many of
these improvident gentry, Emancipation meant the paying-off of their mortgages
through the indemnities which the government allotted for the land transferred by
the nobles to the peasantry. But in the long term, Emancipation only made things
worse for the average landowner.'

As in Russia, the decline of the French nobility cannot be ascribed to one single,
catastrophic event, but was instead a gradual process with its roots in the eighteenth century -
and one that offers intriguing parallels with the situation outlined above.

Although the Russian nobility is often considered as intrinsically different from those
of Western Europe by virtue of its status as a ‘service’ nobility, more basis for comparison
exists than typically thought. Firstly, the Russian nobility did, despite its service status, set
great store on hereditary rank.” Secondly, not only was service the origin of many French
noble families, but the tradition of ennobling ‘servants’ of common birth was well
established in France. Historically, the French nobility was composed of three groups: the
noblesse de parage, based on land possession and originating in feudal times; the noblesse
d’épée, ennobled for military service, and the later noblesse de robe, ennobled for high
judicial or legal service. (Napoleon was therefore to follow an established tradition in
creating his noblesse impériale.) The concept of service - although never codified, as it was
in Russia - was, historically, of paramount importance to the psychology of the French
nobility, as Michael Confino notes:

Au milien du XVe siécle le gentilhomme bourguignon Gilbert de Lanoy
instruisait ses lecteurs nobles que les ‘richesses’ devaient é&tre acquises
‘honorablement’, et il ajoutait qu’aucune source de richesse n’était plus
honorable que le service du prince. Un représentant de la noblesse aux Etats
Généraux de 1588 déclarait qu’il représentait non seulement les nobles de son
temps, mais aussi toutes les générations aristocratiques qui les avaient précédés,
et que c’était ‘I’exemple ancestral de la générosité héritée qui inspirait a leurs
descendants de servir ’Etat’. Un magistrat de province écrivait en 1602 au
Chancelier de France ‘qu’un lignage distingué obligeait I’homme de servir
I’Etat.” Au milieu du XVIIIe siécle, Montesquieu disait, comme on sait, qu’une
noblesse héréditaire était essentielle pour maintenir le caractére du régime
monarchique; mais il ajoutait aussi que les hommes de naissance distinguée

18 T N. Westwood, Endurance and Endeavor - Russian History 1812-1971 (London: Oxford University Press,
1973), p. 175.

' There was, within the Russian gentry (as within most, if not all nobilities) a clear ‘pecking order’, with
families who could claim descent from Rurik or ancient Lithuanian princely families at the top. Peter never
intended to ‘wipe the slate clean’ with the Table of Ranks: firstly, there was no existing change for existing
noble families, who were never seriously threatened with disentitlement; secondly, those who had reached the
eighth rank (and who therefore obtained a hereditary, rather than personal, title) could unconditionally transmit
that title to their offspring, who were not obliged to work their way up through the ranks to obtain noble status.

12



poursuivraient ‘naturellement’ honneur et prestige au service de leur maitre
royal. [...] Pour les grands seigneurs, le service représentait une question de
prestige et une voie d’accés aux allées de pouvoir. Le ‘prolétariat nobiliaire’ le
considérait comme une nécessité financiére et - par voie de mimétisme social -
comme un moyen de ‘vivre noblement’, c’est-a-dire de prétendre que lui aussi
participait au genre de vie canonisé par les familles illustres (et riches) de sa
classe.”®

And this notion of the role of service continued into the eighteenth century, as G.

Chaussinand-Nogaret notes:

Servir - et c’est 1a un des principes essentiels de définition de la noblesse au
XVIIIe siécle - est ’ambition de tous, ou presque. Si I’on ne sert pas, ce n’est
pas, sauf exception, par calcul, par volont¢ de non-engagement, mais par
impossibilité ou par déception: défaut de fortune ou carriére bouchée. Le droit
au service est considéré comme un privilége essentiel du statut nobiliaire et
explique en partie I’hostilité de la noblesse - hostilité relative et qui comporte
bien des nuances - a la roture de service. Servir le roi est a la fois un droit, un
devoir, et un honneur, et un gentilhomme ne saurait se soustraire a ces
obligations morales. Seules la pauvreté, les limites du recrutement et 1’injustice
du systéme maintiennent certains dans 1’inactivité.*

Thus, service, although never a legal obligation, as in Russia, did indeed play a
fundamental role in defining the status - social, political, economic, and psychological - of
the French nobility within the state.

Throughout the eighteenth century, although the outward structure of French society
remained the same as that of the preceding century, the hereditary nobility was, in fact, in the
process of being progressively pushed out of its traditional service roles. The hereditary
nobility had already lost a great deal of its economic power to both the noblesse de robe and
to the rapidly rising bourgeoisie, which had succeeded in consolidating the advantages
acquired under Louis XIV. Already alienated from their traditional power bases - provincial
estates - by Louis XIV, many impoverished noblemen sold off their estates to the peasantry
and became alienated from the land. As France became ever more commercially and
industrially oriented, the hered‘itary nobility found itself gradually overtaken in the sphere of
economic and political influence. The traditional nobility was already in decline by the
Revolution of 1789.

Following the Revolution and throughout the nineteenth century, of course, the social
upheavals accompanying each of the successive governments of the first Empire, the
Restoration, the July Monarchy, the Second Republic, the Second Empire, and the Third

% Michael Confino, ‘A propos de la notion de service dans la noblesse russe aux XVIIle et XIXe siécles’,
Cahiers du Monde russe et soviétique, XXXIV (1-2), janvier-juin 1993, pp. 47-58 (pp. 53-4).

' G. Chaussinand-Nogaret, La noblesse au XVIlle siécle. De la féodalité aux Lumiéres (Paris: Hachette,
1976), p. 73.
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Republic, meant that the situation of the hereditary nobility was to become ever more
precarious and marginalized. A significant number of nobles did retain considerable
influence and wealth, of course. However, the nobility as a class was fast losing its defining
roles - economic, political, and social - in French society.

Thus, both the Russian and the French nobilities found themselves gradually pushed
out of their traditional roles, progressively alienated from both the central government and
from the provincial power base of their estates, and slowly losing economic viability as a
class. In each country, noblemen were gradually beginning to see themselves as part of a
cultural elite; and to preserve his status, a nobleman had to carve out a role for himself
independent of traditional state service, hereditary rank or land ownership.

b) The rise of an independent ‘class’ of writers and thinkers

In his anxiety to modernize (and westernize, for at the time the two terms were
considered synonymous) Russia, Peter the Great laid a great stress on a modern and Western
education. Inevitably, a ‘modern’ education became the hallmark of a highly-placed
nobleman and a goal to which not only the poorer gentry, but also the nascent middle class
of bureaucrats, professionals, and clergy aspired.”? This led to a further weakening of the
class-based system and altered the very foundations of the traditional system of hierarchy.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the concept of what constituted a nobleman had
changed from a narrow, exclusively hereditary notion to a much broader and indefinite
image, the primary component of which was a superior education and a modern social and
cultural outlook; indeed, by the nineteenth century, a commoner who had acquired both the
desired level of education and the necessary cultural philosophy was quite easily admitted
into the ranks of the nobility both socially and legally.® Thus, the primary role of a
nobleman was no longer found in government service - although the majority of noblemen
continued to serve - but in cultural leadership, as a bringer of social enlightenment and
cultural and educational sophistication. An elite based on non-hereditary criteria had begun
to form.

Inevitably, the values and goals of this embryonic intelligentsia - who now regarded
their rightful role as much broader than simply propping up the state - began to clash with
the government. Indeed, following on from Alexander Radishchev’s A Journey from St
Petersburg to Moscow (1790), the theme of civic criticism in literature, muted in the
eighteenth century, would come to the forefront until, by the mid-nineteenth century, it was

%2 Although a shopkeeper and merchant class did exist in Russia, it had nowhere near the influence (or size) of
the French petite bourgeoisie.

3 Although this is not to suggest that he was equated with the ‘grandes familles’ who proudly traced their
noble origins back to Rurik.
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seen as the primary purpose of literature. As Joe Andrew notes, both opposition and
government would come to view literature ‘as a kind of “alternative government”, a second
voice which was able, if only indirectly, to offer some kind of challenge to established ideas
and behavior when more obvious political methods were virtually impossible.’*

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, not only had the intelligentsia arrived as
a powerful social and political force, but it was entirely emancipated from the traditional
nobility, whose values and goals it no longer shared. As Freeborn notes:

After the Crimean War [...], commitment in literature was an essential ingredient
for success. The Russian defeat in the Crimean War not only left the Russian
government on the defensive and anxious to contemplate such a major, even
revolutionary, reform as the abolition of serfdom, but it led also to the emergence
of a new generation of the intelligentsia which sought to repudiate all authority
save that sanctioned by the laws of the natural sciences. [...] The gentry or
nobility, as the ‘official’ class, were challenged by a new educated stratum of
Russian society drawn mainly from the children of priests, civil servants, and
professional people. These, who came to be known as ‘raznochintsy’ (literally,
‘of different ranks’), had nothing to lose from the abolition of serfdom, as had
the privileged nobility, and could emancipate themselves by denying all
precedence or asserting their own personal freedom.*

In France, too, the foundations for an intellectual elite were laid by the government
itself in the eighteenth century, as Theodore Zeldin notes:

The basis for this new role for the intellectuals had been laid in the eighteenth
century. Around 1700 the ‘man of letters’ usually lived in a state of insecurity
and constraint, shackled by an arbitrary censorship exercised simultaneously by
the king, the parlement and the Sorbonne. He often had to use pseudonyms or
conceal his identity altogether. Only in the second half of the century did a few
of them manage to live by their pens. These successes did a good deal to raise
the status of what was becoming almost a profession. The government began
employing writers to influence public opinion, ‘to prepare the way for
legislation’, as Moreau described his own function. But it was slow to accept
advice from them. [...] The first stage in their ascent was for them to win honour,
respect and security. They did not think of power yet. [...] However, as the
censorship relaxed, books on politics gave the writers increasing authority.
Foreign admirers in particular did much to raise their status. It was the
philosophes, not the nobles, whom the visitors from abroad came to see. [...] On
the eve of the Revolution in 1778, Mercier wrote, ‘the influence of writers is such
that they can today proclaim their power and no longer disguise the legitimate
authority they have over men’s minds.’*

24 Joe Andrew, Russian Writers and Society in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century (London: The
Macmillan Press, 1982), p. x.

% Freeborn (1973), p. 130.
% Theodore Zeldin, France 1848-1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), pp. 428-9.
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Thus, by the Revolution of 1789, the establishment of a distinct intellectual elite had
already begun. Following the Revolution and throughout the nineteenth century, this nascent
elite would become progressively influential - and progressively alienated from the state. ‘It
was now open to any man to have ideas and publish and propagate them. It is in this way
that the intellectual in politics arrived.’” As with the Russian intelligentsia, social and
political awareness had become - and still is - an integral part of the French intellectual elite,
as Brombert notes:

In spite of new historical contingencies, the word ‘intellectual’ continues [...] to
bear the traces of its ideological origin. The French concept of the intellectual
thus remains bound up with the notion of a social, political, and moral crisis.
Better still: it implies the notion of a permanent state of crisis. Given this state
of crisis, the intellectual considers it his obligation to intervene. This sense of
moral duty may reach a particularly high pitch during certain periods but it
constitutes a permanent trait. [...] The intellectual’s intervention thus follows a
predictable pattern: he considers himself a voice. And not merely a voice crying
out in protest (Aron calls it the mentality of ‘permanent opposition’), but a voice
that proclaims itself a conscience.®

And, as with the Russian intelligentsia, the composition and aims of the new intellectual elite
would no longer correspond with the traditional nobility, as ‘ever-increasing numbers of
moneyless young men of humble birth launched into literary and artistic careers - a
phenomenon which can be attributed to political and social changes, the victory of the
Romantic movement, the spread of socialistic ideas, the cult of success, and more generally
to the “democratization” of literature’.”

The question of whether or not the French intellectual elite - or, indeed, any non-
Russian intellectual elite - can be considered an ‘intelligentsia’ is a thorny one, for no real
consensus exists on a definition. Although the term has gained common currency as simply
denoting a class of intellectuals regarded as possessing culture and political initiative,
Russian uses of the word often imply both political radicalism and ‘progressiveness’ - which
in the context of nineteenth-century Russia connotes western European influence. Frank F.
Secley, building on the work of A.J. Toynbee, suggests that a primary characteristic of an
intelligentsia is that it acts as a channel for the introduction into its own nation of an alien
culture, ‘when the intrusive culture is recognized as in some sense superior to the native
culture and yet the native culture is not submerged, but persists as a living force seeking to

27 Zeldin, p. 431.
8 Brombert (1961), pp. 32-3.
* Brombert (1961), p. 37.
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come to terms with the intrusive culture’.*® In Russia, of course, it was western European
and especially French culture that was ‘intrusive’; it would seem, therefore, that the French
intellectual elite would not qualify for consideration as an intelligentsia under this criterion.
However, French intellectuals did consistently assume both the role of enlightened
cosmopolitan and the burden of cultural ambassadorship for foreign ideas, although they
never acknowledged the superiority of a foreign culture in its entirety as happened in
Russia.” Crucially, this was recognized by the French establishment; indeed, that he was
‘an enemy of the national soul’ eventually became a major stigma against the intellectual, as
Brombert notes:

Needless to add that what to some is scandalously anti-patriotic, others interpret
as a praiseworthy cosmopolitanism or a generous internationalism. Barrés calls
all intellectuals déracinés. Lucien Herr, in the Revue Blanche, rejoins that they
are désintéressés. Déracinés or désintéressés, uprooted or selfless - the argument
implies nothing less than a difference of perspective. To the ones, the intellectual
is the sworn enemy of the collective discipline, the enemy of the established
social order. [...] To the others, this supposed corrosive and subversive force is
but the proof of their moral dynamism, of the integrity of their critical stand and
of their competence to serve as liaison agents between one culture and another.*

Thus, although any resolution of whether or not the French intellectual elite is a true
intelligentsia falls outside the scope of this article, it is clear that sufficient parallels exist to
make comparison not only possible, but worthwhile.

Seeley has divided the rise of the Russian intelligentsia into three ‘stages’: happy
growth, estrangement, and reintegration, at the beginning of which ‘the government regards
the intelligentsia as an instrument for running the state and maintaining the powers and
privileges of the rulers’ and at the end of which the intelligentsia has evolved into ‘a
vanguard of intellectuals and leaders of the national life’ in its own right.*® As we have seen,
the period of ‘happy growth’ lasted throughout the latter part of the eighteenth century, as a
distinct class of writers and thinkers began to form in both Russia and France, while
‘reintegration’ may be considered as wholly accomplished by the last few decades of the
nineteenth century. This, then, leaves the bulk of the nineteenth century to the period of
estrangement - ‘the period of uncertainty and comparative inaction marking the transition of

*® Frank F. Seeley, From the Heyday of the Superfluous Man to Chekhov - Essays on 19th-century Russian
Literature. (Nottingham: Astra Press, 1994), pp. 1-2.

*! This is already evident in the eighteenth-century (see, for example, Voltaire’s Lettres philosophiques ou

lettres sur les Anglais) and continues into the ninteenth; consider the immense popularity and influence of
Mme. de Staél’s De la littérature and De I’Allemagne; the ‘Scots bard’ Ossian; Goethe’s The Sorrows of

Young Werther; the philosophies of Schiller and Schopenhauer; Byronism.

32 Brombert (1961), p. 31.

3 Seeley (1994), pp. 3-4.
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the intelligentsia from its 18th-century function as an instrument of the autocracy to its 19th-
century function as protagonist of a new order’* - in both nations. This period of
‘uncertainty and comparative inaction’ is, of course, the era of the superfluous man.

* Seeley (1994), pp. 5-6.

%5 Although some literary historians have extended the concept of the superfluous man even to twentieth-
century Soviet literature, we are concerned here with his nineteenth-century function as transitional figure and

precursor of a new elite.
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4. Method of Analysis

The evolving nature of the Russian superfluous man has long been recognized; A.N.
Dobrolyubov was perhaps the first - in 1859 - to attempt to codify the connections between
various heroes in his ‘What is Oblomovshchina?’.** The idea of ‘types’ or ‘stages’ of
superfluous man is, therefore, widely accepted as both valid and useful. Seeley has proposed
three ‘main varieties’ of superfluous man in Russian literature as he evolves under the
pressure of historical circumstance: the ‘skeptics and dandies’ of the 1820’s; the ‘demons of
revolt’ of the 1830’s; and the ‘preachers’ of the 1840’s.*” I shall use his largely solid analysis
as a ‘jumping-off point’ in proposing four ‘generations’ of superfluous men in both Russian
and French literature - dandies, rebels, visionaries, and dreamers - with the following
reservations.

Firstly and most obviously, my analysis will involve non-Russian literature and
history and the inclusion of a fourth ‘generation’; it is, therefore, broader in both time and
scope.

Secondly, I shall not follow Seeley’s lead in including both literary heroes and real,
historical figures; this is, after all, a study of the superfluous man as he appears in literature
- however much validity he may have as a historically significant figure. Thirdly, 1
shall not attempt to fix my ‘generations’ firmly to individual decades, as Seeley does. This
is partly, of course, because the timeline is necessarily somewhat different in French
literature; the main reason, however, is that, in my opinion, it is the historical and
chronological progression of the ‘generations’ - the fact that they appear in the same order,
during roughly the same eras, in both Russian and French literature - which is significant, not
the exact moment of their appearance.®

Lastly and most importantly, Seeley identifies, for each of his ‘varieties’, one ‘central
characteristic’. Although I accept the validity of his ‘central characteristics’ - and, indeed,
build upon them in my analysis - I do not believe that they are sufficient, on their own, either
to analyze fully the superfluous man in each of his ‘generations’ or to forge a comprehensive
link between the generations. I have, therefore, ‘established seven ‘identifying
characteristics’ which are shared - albeit in varying forms and degrees - by all superfluous
men, and which, taken collectively, reveal his essential nature more completely.

These seven fundamental aspects or characteristics which I have identified -
Ambiguity of familial and social status, Contempt of bourgeois ideals, Intellectualism and

* A.N. Dobrolyubov, ‘What is Oblomovshchina?’ in Selécted Philosophical Essays (Moscow: Foreign
Languages Publishing House, 1959), pp. 174-217.

37 Seeley (1994), p. 6.
% Seeley does recognize his over-simplification as a possible problem (see p. 6).
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sensibility, Civic sense, Seeking of soulmates, Foreign influence, and Femininity - thus serve
both to identify the superfluous man and to reflect the evolution from one generation to the
next. As I examine each generation in turn, I shall concentrate on both his ‘inheritance’ -
what he has acquired from his predecessors - and the ‘legacy’ which he leaves to his
successors: future generations of superfluous men and, of course, his eventual progeny, the
intellectual hero.

As I am primarily concerned with the establishment of a type, I shall not be
considering either questions of literary style or biographical matters; studies which address
these questions are abundantly available for most, if not all, of the works which I address.
Instead, I shall concentrate upon the heroes themselves, endeavoring to place them, firstly,
within the context of the development of the superfluous man, and, secondly, within the
broader literary and social context of the development of the intellectual hero in literature
and the intellectual elite in society.

This schematic method of analysis is not, of course, without its pitfalls. I am - like
Seeley - vulnerable to charges of generalization and over-simplification. The ‘evolution’ of
the superfluous man is, like any process of evolutionary change, a continuum; and any
attempt to establish boundaries is thus open to criticism by its very nature. For clarity’s
sake, I have established boundaries along the most valid and historically verifiable lines. For
clarity’s sake, too, I have chosen heroes who most completely exemplify the characteristics
of the superfluous man in general and of each ‘generation’ in particular; there are many,
many more in both Russian and French literature who fall along the continuum but are not
included. Despite its inherent limitations, however, the approach is valid in that it reveals
the main line of development by which the superfluous man develops into the intellectual in
literature and in society.

To represent the first generation of superfluous man - the ‘dandy’ - I have chosen
Griboyedev’s Chatsky (Woe from Wit, 1822-4), Pushkin’s Onegin (Eugene Onegin, 1823-
31), Chateaubriand’s René (René, 1802), Senancour’s Obermann (Obermann, 1804), and
Constant’s Adolphe (Adolphe, 1816). The second generation - the ‘rebel’ - will be
represented by Lermontov’s Pechorin (4 Hero of Our Time, 1840) and Musset’s Lorenzo
(Lorenzaccio, 1834); the third - the ‘visionary’ - by Turgenev’s Rudin (Rudin, 1857), Sand’s
Horace (Horace, 1842), Flaubert’s Frédéric (L ’Education sentimentale, 1869), and Zola’s
Lazare (La Joie de vivre, 1884). The fourth and final generation - the ‘dreamer’ - will be
represented by Goncharov’s Oblomov (Oblomov, 1859) and Huysmans’ Des Esseintes (4
Rebours, 1884).
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CHAPTER 1: THE ‘DANDY’

1. The Dandy’s Inheritance

In Russian literature, Griboyedev’s Chatsky (Woe from Wit, 1822-4) and Pushkin’s
Onegin (Eugene Onegin, 1823-31) are the earliest examples of the nineteenth-century
superfluous man, and thus form both the foundation of the type, and the template for any
comparison. The French ‘dandy’ emerges slightly earlier than his Russian cousin;
Chateaubriand’s René (René, 1802), Senancour’s Obermann (Obermann, 1804), and
Constant’s Adolphe (4dolphe, 1816) mark the debut of the French ‘superfluous man’. The
dandy’s er:a is thus roughly the first quarter of the nineteeth century - a time of immense
transition in both Russia and France.”

Although the histories of the two nations during this time are of course widely
divergent, a broadly similar current can be identified: a period of rising hopes which are
gradually stifled, leading eventually to a revolutionary movement and a crackdown by the
authorities. In Russia, the early portion of the reign of Alexander I was marked for its
domestic liberalism; he subdued the secret police, made some attempts to improve the
position of the serfs, and began to reform the educational system. However, the latter part of
his reign marked a sharp turnaround: national and liberal movements were suppressed, many
of his earlier liberal efforts were abrogated, and the infamous military colonies of peasant-
soldiers were established. In 1825, of course, came the accession of Nicholas I and the
abortive Decembrist Uprising. In France, liberal hopes raised by the Revolutionary era and,
later, the advent of Napoleon were disappointed by the First Empire and the Restoration,
with their ever-increasing restrictions upon personal and press liberty. After 1824, this
liberal opposition became increasingly vocal, until, in 1830, the ‘Trois Glorieuses’ led to the
July Monarchy of Louis Philippe.

It is against this contemporary background of pre-revolutionary tension that the
dandy must be seen. The stage was set for a generation of young noblemen to become
frustrated idealists, raised with great expectations but unable to realize them in contemporary
society. The aristocracy in each nation was largely backward-looking, anachronistic, and
reactionary; and no viable alternative had yet presented itself.  Already, the supreme
characteristic of the superfluous man - alienation from and opposition to contemporary
society - 1is in evidence. The dandy, however - direct descendant of the politically and
socially aware eighteenth-century philosophe and educated and noble man of letters - is no
revolutionary. Although he is profoundly alienated from society, his ‘opposition’ is weak,

¥ It is important to note at this point that this first generation of superfluous man should not in any case be
confused with the later ‘dandyism’ of Baudelaire and his contemporaries. We are not concerned with their
sartorial elegance (as the word has come to denote), but with their particular response to their inability to come
to terms with their lack of a clearcut role in a changing society.
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consisting mainly of short tirades followed by a speedy withdrawal from conflict. Thek
period in which the dandy emerged was characterised, above all, by uncertainty, as Holmes
notes:

The effects of these forces of change, which if not immediately visible,
always lay beneath the surface, were that for some Frenchmen, their time
appeared to be one of transition, of soul-searching and the need to assert
one’s individuality, of nostalgic dreamings of the irretrievable past and vague
hopes of the future, of the search for personal happiness, and, quite often, of
disappointment and despair.®

And this uncertainty would express itself in the dandy’s essentially dilettante nature.
Despite his superior intelligence and sensibility and his strong ethical and moral
underpinning, the dandy is wholly unable to translate his ethical convictions into either
concrete form or meaningful action. The nucleus of the superfluous ‘dandy’ is the worship
of self; this is, of course, very clearly related to the psychological changes in the nobility as
a class which led to the rise of individualism within the class structure. Although the
individualism of the dandy represents a positive development, a fresh stage of self-
consciousness, it is still, at this stage, fundamentally shallow. The dandy has no ‘reserves’;
when seriously challenged or threatened by society, his perilously thin philosophical
foundation is exposed, and he capitulates - Chatsky flees Moscow; Onegin murders
Lensky; Adolphe sacrifices Ellénore; René escapes to America; Obermann buries himself
in the wilds of Switzerland.

The dandy can only flout public opinion up to a point. He is not robust enough to
bear his own weapon - contempt - turned upon himself; at this stage, the individuality and
the convictions of the superfluous man form a fragile inheritance indeed:

Durant les quinze premiéres années du dix-neuviéme siécle, non-seulement
le sentiment de la réverie fut géné et empéché par le tumulte des camps, mais
encore le sentiment de 1’ambition fut entierement dénaturé dans les dmes
fortes. Excité, mais non développé, il se restreignit dans son essor en ne
rencontrant que des objets vains et puérils. L’homme qui était tout dans
I’Etat avait arrangé les choses de telle fagon que les plus grands hommes
furent réduits a des ambitions d’enfant. La ol il n’y avait qu’un maitre pour
disposer de tout, il n’y avait pas d’autre maniere de parvenir que de
complaire au maitre, et le maitre ne reconnaissait qu’un seul mérite, celui de
I’obéissance aveugle; cette loi de fer eut le pouvoir, propre a tous les
despotismes, de retenir la nation dans une perpétuelle enfance; quand le
despotisme croula irrévocablement en France, les hommes eurent quelque
peine a perdre cette habitude d’asservissement qui avait effacé et confondu
tous les caractéres politiques dans une seule physionomie.*

“ Holmes, p. 18.

I George Sand, in her preface to Senancour’s Obermann (Paris: Charpentier, 1874), p. 11.
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2. Identifying Characteristics

A. Ambiguity of familial and social status

The familial and social status of the superfluous man is extraordinarily significant.
As a general rule, the superfluous man is, with very few exceptions, of noble origin. He is
always the last of his line - frequently a long and illustrious line which has fallen into
decline - and is usually an orphan from an early age. The superfluous man very rarely
marries; if he does, the marriage proves a failure. Lastly, he inevitably fails to carry on his
line with legitimate progeny. The decline of the traditional hereditary nobility is thus
echoed in the superfluous man’s familial status; in terms of the aristocratic ‘ethos’, he is
unable to ensure transmission of the name. More than this, however, the ambiguity of the
superfluous man’s familial and social status serves to symbolize his fundamental lack of
identity within society.

Crucially, the superfluous man is explicitly set in opposition to the ideals of the
traditional nobility and, by extension, to conventional societal values. On a metaphorical
level, this clash symbolises a conflict between society’s established structures and a new
spirit of individualism which threatens to pull apart these structures - between
nonconformist, as opposed to orthodox, thought. With the dandy, this conflict is primarily a
clash between eighteenth and nineteenth-century values; he is, after all, both the heir of the
eighteenth-century liberal philosophe and the ancestor of the nineteenth-century radical
intellectual.

As we shall see in later chapters, the familial and social status of the superfluous
man will decline sharply through the four ‘generations’, thus forcing him to seek societal
status independant of hereditary rank. The dandy, as the first superfluous man, is the least
ambiguously a member of noble society. He is independently wealthy - unlike later
superfluous men, he feels little material pressure. However, the dandy is already deeply
alienated from his own caste; he is a spiritual, if not a physical, exile.

Chatsky’s lineage is somewhat of a mystery; no specific information on his family
is ever supplied apart from the fact that he is a moderately large landowner with several
hundred serfs - his caste, at least, is unequivocal. He is unmarried and seems likely to
remain so, after his disillusionment with Sofia. He may also be safely assumed to be an
orphan and the last of his line, having inherited the family estate. Due to the semi-classical
form of Woe from Wit, we are only allowed a swift glimpse into Chatsky’s life. However,
his inability to conform to the norms of noble society is evident; he has rejected both
military and civil service - the only ‘honorable’ paths that lie open to him. Throughout the
text, Chatsky’s proud individualism stands in stark contrast to the rest of noble society:

23



CHATSKY. [ would be glad to serve, but servility is sickening!
FAMUSOV. That’s just the point, you all are proud!
You ought to ask what did your fathers do?
You ought to learn by copying your elders.*

And his contempt for the values and mores of noble society is scathing:

You may say with a sigh - ‘Indeed
The world has started getting dull’ -
When you look closely and compare
The present age and times gone by -
The legacy is fresh, but no one honors it;
Then he in fact was praised who most often bowed his head,
Then men won the day not by a front attack
But bent their foreheads to the floor!
Who was in need met arrogance - he lay in the dirt -
But those who were above were laced with flattery.
An age of real submissiveness and fear
And all beneath the mask of devotion to the Tsar!*

But who’re the judges? Because of their antiquity,
Their hostility toward a freer life is implacable;
They dig their opinions up out of old, forgotten papers
On the Conquest of Crimea and the Ochakov Siege.

Always ready for nagging,

They sing the same old song:

Not noticing about themselves

That whatever gets older gets worse...
Those are the men whom we, for want of real men, must
admire!

Those are our judges, the ones who watch us critically!“

It is obvious from his parting words (‘Away from Moscow! I will not come back again’#)
that reintegration via a ‘suitable’ marriage or career is unlikely in the extreme.

Onegin’s familial status is also relatively vague. He is certainly noble, and with the
death of both his father and his uncle, he is both an orphan and the last of his line. Even
before his debacle with Tatyana, a ‘suitable’ marriage seems unlikely (‘Capricious belles of
the grande monde!/Before all others you he left’* ) and, like Chatsky, he has rejected the

2 Woe from Wit, 11, p. 108.

“* Woe from Wit, 11, pp. 109-10.

“ Woe from Wit, 11, pp. 117-8.

* Woe from Wit, IV, p. 163.

% Eugene Onegin, Ch. 1, XLII, p. 113,
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traditional, ‘honorable’ options open to him. Onegin’s contempt for conventional noble
society is constant throughout the text:

But one can see no change in them;
in them all follows the old pattern. [...]

There engages everybody in the drawing room
such incoherent, banal rot;

all about them is so pale, neutral;

they even slander dully.

In this sterile aridity of speeches,
interrogations, talebearing, and news,

not once does thought flash forth in a whole day and night,
even by chance, even at random,;

the languid mind won’d smile,

the heart won’t even start in jest,

and even some droll foolishness

in you one will not meet with, hollow monde!*

And, like Chatsky, Onegin’s individualism is neither accepted nor understood:

Why so unfavorably then

do you refer to him?

Because we indefatigably

bestir ourselves, judge everything?
Because of fiery souls the rashness

to smug nonentity

is either insulting or absurd?

Because, by liking room, wit cramps?
Because too often conversations

we’re glad to take for deeds,

because stupidity is volatile and wicked? -
Because to grave men grave are trifles,
and mediocrity alone

is to our measure and not odd?*

There is absolutely no indication that reintegration is probable - or even possible - for
Onegin.”

The familial status of Obermann must be deduced from context; his general level of
education and lifestyle confirm that he is of noble origin. He also seems to be an orphan
and the last of his line; his father, at least, is certainly dead, and the vague ‘affaires’ which

7 Eugene Onegin, Ch. 7, XLV and XLVIII, pp. 272-3.
“ Eugene Onegin, Ch. 8, IX, p. 285.

“ In stark contrast to Lensky, whom the author/narrator considers likely to have settled down quite happily to
the life of a provincial landowner.
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summon him back to Paris are most probably concerned with the inheritance which he
eventually receives. Obermann, too, finds himself deeply alienated from and unable to fulfil
society’s expectations:

On voulait que je fisse ce qu’il m’était impossible de faire bien; que j’eusse
un état pour son produit, que j’employasse les facultés de mon étre a ce qui
choque essentiellement sa nature.  Aurais-je di me plier 3 une
condescendance momentanée; tromper un parent en lui persuadant que
j’entreprenais pour I’avenir ce que je n’aurais commencé qu’avec le désir de
le cesser; et vivre ainsi dans un état violent, dans une répugnance
perpétuelle?*

There is no reason to believe that Obermann would ever willingly leave his self-imposed
exile; as with Chatsky and Onegin, reintegration into noble society seems an impossibility.

Adolphe’s familial status, in contrast, is clearly described. Possesser of ‘une
‘naissance illlustre’ and ‘une fortune brillante’,”' he is an only son and the last of his line.
We may infer from the ‘Lettre a ’éditeur’ and ‘Réponse’ that he never marries, and that his
deep alienation from noble society - established from the very beginning of the novel -
continues despite his apparent ‘reintegration’. Indeed, that Adolphe’s sensibility is deeply
incompatible with society’s expectations is signalled from the very first page, and his values
continue to clash with those of conventional society throughout the narrative. It is, after all,
his failure to enjoy a casual liaison with Ellénore after the style of his father which
motivates the entire plot of the novel, and like Chatsky, he explicitly rejects the option of
serving society in a traditional, ‘honorable’ aristocratic function.

The familial status of René is the most explicit of all our dandies. That René is
noble is beyond doubt: he is described on the opening page of René as an ‘Européen bien
né’; in Les Natchez, we are told that ‘René tenait & une famille puissante’; and his first
thought at Amélie’s flight to a convent is that she may have conceived a passion for a man
‘qu’elle n’osait avouer’.” However, the ambiguous nature of René’s status is revealed from
the start:

J’ai cofité la vie a ma mére en venant au monde; j’ai été tiré de son sein avec
le fer. J’avais un frére que mon pére bénit, parce qu’il voyait en lui son fils
ainé. Pour moi, livré de bonne heure a des mains étrangeres, je fus élevé loin
du toit paternel.®

% Obermann, p. 22.
3! Adolphe, p. 77.

52 René, p. 162; according to Pierre Barbéris, the original text was even more revealing: ‘René soupgonne un
moment sa soeur d’avoir congu une passion pour un homme d’un rang inférieur, et qu’elle n’osait avouer a
cause de I’orgueil de notre famille.” (René de Chateaubriand - un nouveau roman (Paris: Larousse, 1973), p.
155.)

3 René, p.145.
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And after his father’s death, he is alienated even further from his heritage:

11 fallut quitter le toit paternel, devenu 1’héritage de mon frére: je me retirai
avec Amélie chez de vieux parents.*

René is unusual among our superfluous men in that he has both a brother and a sister
and does later marry. He may, nevertheless, be considered as the last of his line: Amélie,
of course, dies childless, and the nameless older brother disappears from the text after
having sold off the ancestral home.* René’s marriage is neither ‘suitable’ nor successful:

En arrivant chez les Natchez, René avait été obligé de prendre une épouse,
pour se conformer aux moeurs des Indiens; mais il ne vivait point avec elle.*

On dit que, pressé par les deux vieillards, il retourna chez son épouse, mais
sans y trouver le bonheur.”

Although we learn in the epilogue to Artala that this marriage did prove fruitful, this is
wholly negated by the fact that his granddaughter - herself a homeless exile - is burying a
dead child who is, in fact, not only the last of René’s own line, but the last of his adoptive
family - the Natchez.*

René, like our other dandies, is wholly unable to reconcile himself to society,
refusing to accept the role expected of him:

Ce n’était ni un langage élevé, ni un sentiment profond qu’on demandait de
moi. Je n’étais occupé qu’a rapetisser ma vie, pour la mettre au niveau de la
société. Traité partout d’esprit romanesque, honteux du rdle que je jouais,
dégofité de plus en plus des choses et des hommes, je pris le parti de me
retirer.”

Reintegration into conventional society is, for René, impossible; he is, tragically, no more
capable of successfully integrating into his adoptive society of the Natchez.

Despite his noble heritage, then, the dandy’s familial and social status is already
profoundly ambiguous. The dandy’s sense of individuality, of uniqueness, is paramount; he

* René, p. 147.
% Thus betraying the aristocratic ‘ethos’ no less than René himself.
% René, p. 143.
7 René, p. 172.

%8 If one considers that only male children carry on a family name, René is, of course, unequivocally the last of
his line.

% René, pp. 152-3.
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no longer defines himself solely in terms of class, and he rejects the role which society
expects him to fulfil. However, he is unable to make a complete break; he simply lacks the
strength to carve out a new role for himself independent of society’s approval. None of our
dandies can face the prospect of capitulation to society; but neither can they face the
prospect of becoming a complete social pariah. All of our dandies are shown to be
powerless against the sheer weight of society against the individual. This is, perhaps, most
explicit in Adolphe, as Dennis Wood notes:

Running through Adolphe is the theme of the intolerable constraints which
modemn society lays upon individuals, to such an extent that they may be in
danger of becoming alienated from themselves. [...] Society, as critics have
often remarked, comes to function almost as a character in Adolphe: from
beginning to end there is a sense of its power and corrosive effect on the
individual. Adolphe has a coeur naturel. [...] Spontaneously he reacts
against society’s artificiality and hypocrisy, but at length he is brought under
its sway.®

but the same theme is present in Woe from Wit, Eugene Onegin, Obermann, and René. The
dandy is unable to shake off the influence of his eighteenth-century ‘inheritance’. As
Frederick Garber notes, ‘The hero is free, presumably, to choose what values he sees fit for
the role he has assumed, since his total rejection of the social order creates a new
relationship of self and outer world, new boundaries, and thus new standards of value. A
delightful irresponsibility seems on the verge of being accepted. [...] But somehow it never
appears to happen.”® The dandy has rejected the past; but he is, as of yet, unable defy its
authority.

Cependant qu’avais-je appris jusqu’alors avec tant de fatigue? Rien de
certain parmi les anciens, rien de beau parmi les modernes. Le passé et le
présent sont deux statues incomplétes: 'une a été retirée toute mutilée du
débris des ages; 1’autre n’a pas encore regu sa perfection de I’avenir.®

® Dennis Wood, Benjamin Constant - Adolphe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 21.

¢! Frederick Garber, ‘Self, Society, Value, and the Romantic Hero’, in The Hero in Literature, Ed. Victor
Brombert (Greenwich, Conn: Fawcett Publications, 1969), pp. 213-227 (p. 224).

%2 René, p. 150.
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B. Contempt of bourgeois ideals

If the superfluous man cannot identify with the traditional values of the aristocracy,
he has even less respect for the mercenary, mediocre, and vulgar ‘bourgeois’ ideal; he is no
more a part of the ‘new’ society than he is of the ‘old’.® This first generation of superfluous
man faces little threat from the bourgeoisie. The dandy is independantly wealthy and feels
little material pressure® ; his education is of a standard achieved by few non-nobles; his
birthright guarantees him a rank and a role in society (even if he chooses to reject it). Yet
the dandy already feels the need to consciously underline his difference, and one of the ways
in which he accomplishes this is by proclaiming his indifference to all things financial -
even when this has adverse consequences for him.

That Chatsky has no more respect for the emerging aristocracy of wealth than for the
traditional aristocracy of birth is evident:

You show us where our country’s fathers are

Whom we must now accept as paragons!
Aren’t these the men, made rich by robbery,

Who found a way around the law through friendships and

Relations, after they had built themselves real mansions

Where they go on and on in feasts and dissipation

And where their foreign clients try unsuccessfully

To revive the foulest features of a bygone age?

And who in Moscow hasn’t had his mouth stopped up
With dinners, snacks and dancing?

Aren’t they like the one you took me to, for some

Strange reasons of your own, when I was very little,

To pay respects to?*

Chatsky’s scomn for the obsequious social climber Molchalin (who faithfully follows his
father’s advice to ingratiate himself with everybody from the master of the house to the
superintendent’s dog) is palpable:

MOLCHALIN. A man my age mustn’t
Dare form a personal judgement.
CHATSKY. For Heaven’s sake, you and I aren’t children;
Why are only other men’s opinions sacred?
MOLCHALIN. You know one must depend on what others think.

% Although there was at this point no real ‘bourgeoisie’ in Russia as there was in France, I am using the term
‘bourgeois’ - with its connotations of philistinism and vulgarity - to denote a general attitude or value system ,
rather than a specific class.

% Chatsky is ‘not rich’ by the standards of the old princess; René is supposedly penniless after having been
excluded from his father’s estate; Obermann is briefly ‘ruined’ - until he receives a legacy. However, these
financial ‘troubles’ seem to have had no impact on their lifestyles whatsoever.

% Woe from Wit, 11, pp. 117-18.
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CHATSKY. And why this ‘must’?
MOLCHALIN. We’re not so high in rank.®

And it is implied that his aversion to the culture of money extends even to his own affairs;
he is, according to Famusov, ‘negligent’ and runs his estate ‘carelessly’.’
Onegin’s dandy lifestyle itself implies a conscious separation from the mundane

world of the middle classes:

And my Onegin? Half asleep,

he drives from ball to bed,

while indefatigable Petersburg

is roused already by the drum.

The merchant’s up, the hawker’s on his way,
the cabby to the hack stand drags,
The Okta girl hastes with her jug,
the morning snow creaks under her.
Morn’s pleasant hubbub has awoken,
enclosed are shutters, chimney smoke
ascends in a blue column,

and the baker, a punctual German,

in cotton cap, has more than once
already opened his vasisdas.®®

and his disdain of financial affairs, like Chatsky’s, extends to his own concerns:

“Twas then his father died.

Before Onegin there assembled

a greedy host of creditors.

Each has a mind and notion of his own.
Eugene, detesting litigations,
contented with his lot,

relinquished the inheritance to them,
perceiving no great loss therein,

or precognizing from afar

the demise of his aged uncle.®

René, too, shows a marked indifference towards financial affairs of any kind. His
criticism of his sister for her absence from Paris at his return from abroad is based mainly

on the fact that she gives business as her reason:

% Woe from Wit, 111, p. 130.
7 Woe from Wit, 11, p. 108.
8 Eugene Onegin, Ch. 1, XXXV, p. 111.

% Eugene Onegin, Ch. 1, LI, p. 117. Although the last two lines of this stanza suggest that Onegin would not
allow his comfort to be compromised by his ideals!
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Je lui écrivis que je comptais I’aller rejoindre; elle se hata de me répondre
pour me détourner de ce projet, sous prétexte qu’elle était incertaine du lieu
ou I’appelleraient ses affaires. Quelles tristes réflexions ne fis-je point alors
sur I’amitié, que la présence attiédit, que 1’absence efface, qui ne résiste
point au malheur, et encore moins a la prospérité!™

Amélie herself is primarily alarmed at the letter which he writes her in preparation for his
suicide because of his questions ‘sur des affaires dont je ne m’étais jamais occupé’.” As

with Chatsky, the new society meets René’s needs no more than the old:

De la hauteur du génie, du respect pour la religion, de la gravité des moeurs,
tout était subitement descendu a la souplesse de I’esprit, a I’impiété, a la
corruption. ™

Obermann’s contempt for the world of business is evident throughout the text (‘Je
n’ai pu renoncer a étre hoMe, pour étre homme d’affaires’; ‘L’amour du pouvoir ou des
richesses est presque aussi étranger & ma nature que 1’envie, la vengeance ou les haines’”)
and extends to a supreme indifference towards his own affairs:

Vous me disiez il y a déja du temps: ne négligez point vos affaires, et n’allez
pas perdre ce qui vous reste; vous n’étes point de caractere a acquérir. Je
crois que vous ne serez pas aujourd’hui d’un autre avis. Suis-je borné aux
petits intéréts?

Il n’y a plus de remede, et il est bien connu que me voila ruiné. [...] Je ne sens
pas d’inquiétude, et je ne vois pas que j’aie beaucoup perdu en perdant tout,
puisque je ne jouissais de rien. Je puis devenir, il est vrai, plus malheureux
que je n’étais; mais je ne deviendrai pas moins heureux.™

Adolphe, alone among our dandies, seems to exist in a rarefied atmosphere where the
‘new’ society has yet to make an impact; his bile is reserved for the hypocrisy of traditional
noble society.

® René, p. 152.

"' René, p. 157.

2 René, p. 152.

™ Obermann, p. 23 and p. 43.

™ Obermann, p. 112 and pp. 121-2.
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C. Intellectualism and sensibility

The superfluous man is by definition endowed with exceptional intelligence and
sensibility; this is the root of his tragedy, for it is his inability to find a satisfying and
productive outlet for his superior talents that condemns him to superfluity. Each successive
‘generation’ of superfluous man would place more and more emphasis on his intellectual
superiority and less on his aristocratic origins, thus paving the way for the eventual
emergence of the intellectual hero and an alternative elite based on intelligence, education,
and political initiative, rather than on birth - an ‘intelligentsia’:

Ils eurent bientdt compris qu’il [...] ne suffisait plus d’étre aveugle et ponctuel
dans I’exercice de la force brutale pour arriver a faire de 1’arbitraire en sous-
ordre, mais qu’il fallait chercher désormais sa force dans son intelligence. [...]
A mesure que la monarchie, en s’ébranlant, vit ses faveurs perdre de leur prix,
a mesure que la véritable puissance politique vint s’asseoir sur les bancs de
’opposition, la culture de I’esprit, 1’étude de la dialectique, le développement
de la pensée devint le seul moyen de réaliser des ambitions désormais plus
vastes et plus nobles.™

The dandy regards himself as superior to others largely on the basis of his
intelligence and sensibility, and places little value on wealth or social status alone. In this,
the dandy is already subversive. =~ However, the dandy’s ‘fatal flaw’ - his essentially
dilettante nature - sabotages his intellectualism. His superior intelligence and sensibility are
sterile gifts, for he lacks the strength of will to take advantage of them.

Chatsky’s contempt for the intellectual mediocrity of contemporary society is
evident throughout Woe from Wit. More than this, that his criticism is politically motivated
is clear from the very start:

And what about that consumptive relative of yours,
The foe of books, who got onto the Scholarly
Committee and shouted for oaths
That none know how, and no one learn, to read and write?

Oh, let’s talk of education.
Are things still the way they were?
Are they trying to recruit regiments of teachers,
As many and as cheaply as they can?
Not that they’re so far behind in science:
In Russia, under pain of penalty,
We’re ordered to acknowledge any man
A geographer or a historian.™

7 George Sand, in her preface to Obermann, p. 11.
® Woe from Wit, Act1, p. 103.
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That the subversiveness of Chatsky’s intellectualism - and the danger that it poses to
the traditional elite - is fully recognized by the old guard is evident:

Well, now! It’s no great shame, indeed,
For a man to take a drop too much!
Study - that’s the plague; learning - that’s the reason
That nowadays there are more madmen
And crazy things and thoughts than there ever were before. [...]

If the evil is to be undone
The books must all be gathered up and burned.”

And the role which education would play in breaking down the class-based elite is
foreshadowed, ironically, by the old princess herself:

Now, in Petersburg there is the Ped-
A-go-gic Institute - I think that’s what it’s called? -
There professors practice away at schism-making
And lack of faith. A relative of ours went there -
When he came out, he might as well have been a pharmacist’s
Apprentice. He avoids all women, even me!
Pays no regard to rank! A botanist, a chemist -
That’s Fyodor, my nephew and a prince.™

Chatsky himself, of course, is fully aware both of the political and social
subversiveness of his message and of the reactionary response of society:

Just let a young man now, one of
The younger generation, be against all flattery,
Not looking for a job, nor promotion to high rank -
A man whose mind’s on study, a man who yearns to know,
Or one within whose soul the Lord Himself inspired
A passion for creative art, beautiful, exalted -
And they shout out: Fire! Theft!
And he gets known among them as a dangerous dreamer.”™

Chatsky’s analysis is proved correct; he is himself condemned as a radical and a
Carbonarist, labelled mad and more or less driven from Moscow.

Onegin, too, stands apart from the intellectual mediocrity of contemporary society:

All of us had a bit of schooling
in something and somehow:

" Woe from Wit, 111, p. 142.
® Woe from Wit, 111, pp. 142-3.
" Woe from Wit, 11, pp. 117-8.
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Hence education, God be praised,
is in our midst not hard to flaunt.
Onegin was, in the opinion of many
(judges resolute and stern),

a learned fellow but a pedant.®

Revealingly, he explicitly rejects traditional scholarship in favour of progressive economic
theory, preferring Adam Smith to Homer and Theocritus;* that Onegin’s intellectualism is
politically orientated is also supported by the following:

He believed that a kindred soul

to him must be united;

that, joylessly pining away,

it daily kept awaiting him;

he believed that his friends were ready
to accept fetters to defend his honor
and that their hand would never falter
to smash the vessel of the slanderer;
that there were some chosen by fate
whose life -heaven’s best gift -

and heat of thoughts incorruptible,
and genius of power over minds,

were dedicated to the good of mankind
and valorously equalled fame.*

Onegin’s intellectualism is, however, not nearly as explicitly political as Chatsky’s, and he
is therefore not considered nearly as subversive by conventional society. Whereas Chatsky
was branded ‘a dangerous man to know’,* Onegin is merely a ‘boor’, a ‘crackbrain’, and a
‘Freemason’.*

Adolphe is the most overtly ‘intellectual’ of our dandies; indeed, whereas Chatsky
and Onegin are first introduced in a social setting, Adolphe is not only placed in an
intellectual context in the very first sentence of Adolphe, but identified as one with superior

faculties:

% Eugene Onegin, Ch. 1, V, p. 97.
# Eugene Onegin, Ch. 1, VII, p. 98.

82 Eugene Onegin, Ch. 2, VIIL, p. 129. The last five lines of this stanza were deleted by government censors
because of suspected allusions to the Decembrists. See Nabokov, Vol. 2, p. 234.

8 Woe from Wit, 11, p. 110.
¥ Eugene Onegin, Ch. 2, V, p. 127.
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and sensibility: ‘Ce monde, absorbé dans ses frivolités solennelles, ne lira pas dans un
coeur tel que le mien’.*
for Ellénore’s sake, his place in polite society (‘j’éprouvais un désir impatient de reprendre

dans ma patrie et dans la société de mes égaux la place qui m’était due’®), he feels far

Je venais de finir & vingt-deux ans mes études a I’université de Gottingue. [...]
J’avais obtenu, par un travail assez opinidtre, au milieu d’une vie trés
dissipée, des succés qui m’avaient distingué de mes compagnons d’étude.*

Adolphe clearly regards himself as superior primarily on the basis of his intelligence

greater remorse for the squandering of his talents:

and his greatest disdain is reserved for the intellectual mediocrity of contemporary society:

That Adolphe’s intellectualism is socially - if not politically - subversive is clear very early

on:

Je me rappelais les espérances de ma jeunesse, la confiance avec laquelle je
croyais autrefois commander a ’avenir, les éloges accordés & mes premiers
essais, I’aurore de réputation que j’avais vue briller et disparaitre. Je me
répétais les noms de plusieurs de mes compagnons d’étude, que j’avais
traités avec un dédain superbe, et qui, par le seul effet d’un travail opiniatre
et d’une vie réguliére, m’avaient laissé loin derri¢re eux dans la route de la
fortune, de la considération et de la gloire. [...] Ce n’était pas une carriére
seule que je regrettais: comme je n’avais essayé d’aucune, je les regrettais
toutes. N’ayant jamais employ€ mes forces, je les imaginais sans bornes, et
je les maudissais; j’aurais voulu que la nature m’eit créé faible et médiocre,
pour me préserver au moins du remords de me dégrader volontairement.*®

Cette ville était la résidence d’un prince, qui, comme la plupart de ceux de
I’Allemagne, gouvernait avec douceur un pays de peu d’étendue, protégeait
les hommes éclairés qui venaient s’y fixer, laissait & toutes les opinions une
liberté parfaite, mais, qui, borné par 1’ancien usage a la société de ses
courtisans, ne rassemblait par 13 méme autour de lui que des hommes en
grande partie insignifiants ou médiocres. [...] Pendant quelques mois je ne
remarquai rien qui pit captiver mon attention.”

J’avais contracté dans mes conversations avec la femme qui la premiére avait
développé mes idées une insurmontable aversion pour toutes les maximes
communes et pour toutes les formules dogmatiques. Lors donc que

8 Adolphe, p. 21.

% Adolphe, p. 41.

87 Adolphe, p. 80.

% Adolphe, pp. 78-9.

¥ Adolphe, pp. 24.
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J’entendais la médiocrité disserter avec complaisance sur des principes bien
établis, bien incontestables, en fait de morale, de convenances ou de religion,
choses qu’elle met assez volontiers sur la méme ligne, je me sentais poussé a
la contredire, non que j’eusse adopté des opinions opposées, mais parce que
J’étais impatienté d’une conviction si ferme et si lourde. [...] Les sots font de
leur morale une masse compacte et indivisible, pour qu’elle se méle le moins
possible avec leurs actions et les laisse libres dans tous les détails.*®

The subversive nature of Adolphe’s intellectualism - like that of Chatsky and Onegin - is
recognized as a threat by the old guard even before his liaison with Ellénore becomes
obviously and embarrassingly inappropriate (and is foreshadowed by the fate of the elderly
woman who, despite - because of - her ‘grande force d’ame et de facultés vraiment

puissantes’, ‘avait vu ses espérances trompées, sa jeunesse passer sans plaisir’®"):

Il s’etablit donc, dans le petit public qui m’environnait, une inquiétude sur
mon caractére. On ne pouvait citer aucune action condamnable; on ne
pouvait méme m’en contester quelques-unes qui semblaient annoncer de la
générosité ou du dévouement; mais on disait que j’étais un homme immoral,
un homme peu stir: deux épithétes heureusement inventées pour insinuer les
faits qu’on ignore, et laisser deviner ce qu’on ne sait pas.”

Adolphe, society eventually concludes, is not only ‘immoral’ and ‘peu sr’, but also ‘bizarre
et sauvage’.”

Neither Obermann nor René can be considered ‘intellectual’ in the same vein as
Chatsky, Onegin, and Adolphe. Rather than being set apart by outstanding intelligence,
they are instead endowed with exceptional sensibility. Both Obermann and René, however,
base their sense of superiority wholly upon their talents and abilities and not on their noble
status. Both are also profoundly alienated from the ethical - if not the intellectual -
mediocrity of society.

Obermann (despite numerous disclaimers about his own intelligence (‘J’ai  avoué
que, n’étant pas un érudit, j’avais, en effet, le malheur d’aimer mieux les choses que les
mots’; ‘Je n’étudie pas, je ne fais pas d’observations systématiques, et j’en serais assez peu
capable’) clearly feels himself to be superior on the basis of his sensibility:

Rien de grand (je le sens profondément), rien de ce qui est possible a
I’homme et sublime selon sa pensée, n’est inaccessible 8 ma nature.*

% Adolphe, p. 25.
! Adolphe, p. 23.
2 Adolphe, p. 27.
% Adolphe, p. 40.
 Obermann, p. 114, p. 233.

% Obermann, p. 176.
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And that he assigns no value to wealth or social status alone - that his sensibility is, like the
intellectualism of Adolphe, socially, if not politically, subversive - is evident:

On peut étre considéré dans la vie la plus obscure. [...] On peut I’étre dans la
pauvreté méme, quand on a une maniére plus grande que son sort, quand on
sait faire distinguer de ce qui serait misére dans le vulgaire, jusqu’au
dénliment d’une extréme médiocrité. L’homme qui a un caractére élevé n’est
point confondu parmi la foule. [...] Si c’était un vain désir de primer,
I’homme supérieur craindrait 1’obscurité du désert et ses privations, comme il
craint la bassesse et la mis¢re du cinquiéme étage; mais il craint de s’avilir,
et ne craint point de n’étre pas élevé: il ne répugne pas a son étre de n’avoir
pas un grand role, mais d’en avoir un qui soit contraire a sa nature.*

René, too, feels superior to others not because of his noble heritage, but because of
his talents and sensibility; like Adolphe and Obermann, he feels that his abilities are

boundless:

La nuit, lorsque 1’aquilon ébranlait ma chaumiére, que les pluies tombaient en
torrent sur mon toit, qu’a travers ma fenétre je voyais la lune sillonner les
nuages amoncelés, comme un pale vaisseau qui laboure les vagues, il me
semblait que la vie redoublait au fond de mon coeur, que j’aurais eu la
puissance de créer des mondes.”

Both Amélie and Chactas acknowledge his essential superiority:

Je suis persuadée que vous-méme, mon frére, vous trouveriez le repos dans
ces retraites de la religion: la terre n’offre rien qui soit digne de vous.”

Mon jeune ami, les mouvements d’un coeur comme le tien ne sauraient étre
égaux. [...] Si tu souffres plus qu’un autre des choses de la vie, il ne faut pas
t’en étonner; une grande Ame doit contenir plus de douleur qu’une petite.”

And René’s disdain for and alienation from the mediocrity of society is evident:

Un jour je m’étais amusé a effeuiller une branche de saule sur un ruisseau, et
a attacher une idée a chaque feuille que le courant entrainait. Un roi qui
craint de perdre sa couronne par une révolution subite, ne ressent pas des
angoisses plus vives que les miennes, & chaque accident qui menagait les
débris de mon rameau. O faiblesse des mortels! O enfance du coeur humain
qui ne vieillit jamais! Voila donc a quel degré de puérilité notre superbe

% Obermann, p. 354.
7 René, p. 156.
%8 René, p. 160.
% René, p. 151.
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raison peut descendre! Et encore est-il vrai que bien des hommes attachent
leur destinée a des choses d’aussi peu de valeur que mes feuilles de saule.'®

Despite - and because of - his formidable intelligence and sensibility, however, the
dandy is unable to find a satisfying role for himself in contemporary society. This is partly
due to the repressive and stagnant nature of society in the first quarter of the nineteenth
century; but part of the blame lies in the dandy’s nature itself. Despite his talent and ability,
the dandy is fatally hampered by his lack of will. Chatsky, Onegin, and Adolphe often seem
most concerned with making an impression and to prefer to contribute an apt bon mot than
to engage in any serious study. As Dennis Wood notes: ‘Adolphe’s witticisms and -
mockery are not the mark of a strong-minded and steadfast dissident, and in that lies the
germ of his ultimate downfall’'®" - and this judgement applies equally well to Chatsky and
Onegin. Obermann and René simply accept their impotence: ‘René dit:  Si je pouvais
vouloir, je pourrais faire; Obermann dit: A quoi bon vouloir? je ne pourrais pas.’'®

Thus, although he is able to identify the ills of contemporary society easily enough,
the dandy’s total lack of sufficient will to act renders his intellectualism impotent.
Obermann himself notes at one point that: ‘Pouvoir sans savoir est fort dangereux; savoir
sans pouvoir est inutile et triste’;'® and the tragedy of not just Obermann, but also Chatsky,
Onegin, René, and Adolphe is very clearly that of ‘savoir sans pouvoir’.

1% René, p. 155.
"' Wood, p. 78.
12 George Sand in her preface to Obermann, p. 3.

1% Obermann, p. 402.
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D. Civic Sense

All superfluous men exhibit some kind of civic sense; their intellectualism is
inseparably linked with political and social awareness. Futile as it is - for by definition, the
superfluous man is unable to translate conviction into action - it is nevertheless vital, for it is
in his civic sense that the superfluous man most strongly presages the politically radical and
socially reformist intellectual hero.

The dandy’s civic sense is, like his intellectualism, somewhat wavering and
unsteady; his loudly proclaimed convictions are built on shaky philosophical ground, bear
little fruit, and are often muted at the first sign of opposition. However, even this relatively
feeble civic sense is still in stark contrast to other noble characters, and - crucially - all of
our dandies can be seen as politically or socially subversive: radical, if not revolutionary.

Chatsky, of course, is the most explicitly political of our dandies - and is clearly

recognized as such by society:'*

FAMUSOV. Oh for God’s sake! He’s a Carbonarist!
CHATSKY. No, nowadays the world is changed.

FAMUSOV. A dangerous man to know.

CHATSKY. Each man breathes more freely

And doesn’t rush to join the regiment of fools.

FAMUSOV. The way he talks! as if it were in writing!
CHATSKY. Stares at the ceiling in his patrons’ houses,
Shows up just to sit, shuffle his feet, eat dinner,

Hold someone’s chair, pick up a handkerchief.

FAMUSOV. He’s out to propagate new freedom!

CHATSKY. Some men go traveling, some live on their estates...
FAMUSOV. Why, he denies authority!

CHATSKY. They serve a cause, and not a master...

FAMUSOV. I would most stringently prevent these gentlemen
From getting within gunshot of the capitals.'®

And, indeed, several commentators have suggested that he flees from Moscow, not because
of his disillusionment with Sofia, but out of fear of arrest.'®

Onegin, in the final version of the novel at least, is much less overtly politicized than
Chatsky. However, the deleted portions of Onegin’s Journey show him to be, if not a
Decembrist himself (one commentator records that Pushkin told a contemporary that

1% And, of course, by the censor: Woe from Wit was not published in its entirety in Russia until the Academy
edition of Griboyedev’s complete works in 1911-17, although it was widely circulated in manuscript form.

19 Woe from Wit, 11, p- 108-110.
1% Skalozub’s threat to Repetilov (IV, p. 153) is very thinly veiled indeed.
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‘Onegin will either perish in the Caucasus or join the Decembrist movement’'”’) then at least
a sympathizer such as Chatsky. Not only do the deleted stanzas openly criticize government
policy - Vladimir Nabokov notes that in 1853, Katenin wrote to the editor Annenkov:

Concerning the eighth chapter of Onegin, I heard from the late poet in 1832
that besides the Nizhni market and the Odessa port, Eugene saw the military
settlements organized by Count Arakcheev (camps of militarized peasants in
Novgorod and Staraya Russia) and here occurred remarks, judgements,
expressions that were too violent for publication and that he decided were
best assigned to eternal oblivion.'®

but both Alexander I and Paul I are mocked:

A ruler weal and wily,

a baldish fop, a foe of toil,
fortuitously by Fame befriended,
over us reigned then.

Play regiment of Titan Peter,

a bodyguard of old mustaches,

who formerly betrayed a tyrant

to a ferocious gang of deathsmen.'*”

The final edition of René contains little of an explicitly political nature, stressing
instead his metaphysical incompatibility with contemporary society. However, as Colin
Smethurst notes, both the first edition of René and Les Natchez show René in a different
light:

In Les Natchez, for example, rumours are spread in New Orleans that René is
the political leader of the Natchez Indians, an anti-colonial figher: ‘Adario,
Chactas méme, et René surtout, étaient représentés comme les auteurs d’une
conspiration permanente, comme des hommes qui...s’opposaient &
1’établissement des concessionnaires’. René is brought to trial and, just as
Julian Sorel in Le Rouge et le Noir at his own trial proudly assumes the
political role rumour accuses him of adopting, so René makes a virulent anti-
colonial speech denouncing the ‘vil ramas d’hommes enlevés a la corruption
de I’Europe, [qui] a dépouillé de ses terres une nation indépendante’. René is
delighted to be unjustly condemned: ‘se sentir innocent et é&tre condamné par
la loi, était, dans la nature des idées de René, une espéce de triomphe sur
I’ordre social.’ [...]

197 ¢To Captain Yuzefovich, Pushkin said one day, June, 1829, in the Caucasus: “Onegin will either perish in
the Caucasus or join the Decembrist movement.” Commentators suggest that [...] there is some confusion after
all these years: Pushkin probably meant to say that after having been connected with the Decembrist
movement Onegin was banished to the Caucasus and killed there.” See Nabokov, Vol. 3, p. 312.

1% Nabokov, Vol 3, pp. 256-7.
'% Eugene Onegin, Ch. 10, 1 and XII See Nabokov, Vol. 3, p. 315.
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These are the buried possibilities of the René figure which have been
deliberately toned down in Reneé.'°

The incest theme - present in both René and Atala - can also be interpreted as a marker of
René’s status as not only social outcast, but social subverter:

Breaking the taboo threatens the state. In this context, it is possible to
understand both René and Chactas as potential disturbers of political and
social order. [...] The focusing on incest can be seen as transposing the
potential political revolt in René to a different register, with the incest
implying an attempt to create a world apart from the rules of society. [...] To
the extent that incest subverts the social order, the positive excitement
generated by description of incestuous relationships is a way of refusing that
order and preferring an alternative mode of social organization.'"!

That Oberman’s rejection of contemporary society is socially and politically
motivated is clear: ‘retenu par I’ami, accusé par le moraliste, condamné par ma patrie,
coupable aux yeux de I’homme social’''?, his flight further and further into the wilds of
Switzerland - like that of René to the wilds of America - is a clear rejection of the existing
social order:

Sur les terres basses, c’est une nécessité que I’homme naturel soit sans cesse
altéré, en respirant cette atmosphere sociale si épaisse, si orageuse, si pleine
de fermentation, toujours ébranlée par le bruit des arts, le fracas des plaisirs
ostensibles, les cris de la haine et les perpétuels gémissements de I’anxiété et
des douleurs. Mais 13, sur ces monts déserts, ou le ciel est immense, ou 1’air
est plus fixe, et les temps moins rapides, et la vie plus permanente; 1a, la
nature enti¢re exprime éloquemment un ordre plus grand, une harmonie plus
visible, un ensemble éternel. La, I’homme retrouve sa forme altérable, mais
indestructible; il respire I’air sauvage loin des émanations sociales; son étre
est a lui comme a I"univers: il vit d’une vie réelle dans 1’unité sublime.'

Even his consideration of suicide is an explicitly political act:

Si ce pouvait étre un crime d’abandonner la vie, c’est vous [la société] que
j’accuserais, vous dont les innovations funestes m’ont conduit a vouloir la
mort, que sans vous j’eusse €loignée. [...] Opprimez ma vie, la loi est souvent
aussi le droit le plus fort; mais la mort est la borne que je veux poser a votre
pouvoir. Ailleurs vous commanderez, ici il faut prouver. [...] Toute société
est fondée sur une réunion de facultés et un échange de services; mais quand

11® Colin Smethurst, Chateaubriand: Atala and René (London: Grant & Cutler Ltd., 1995), p. 63.
"' Smethurst, p. 72 and p. 74.
12 Obermann, pp. 160-1.

"> Obermann, pp. 58-9.
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je nuis a la société, ne refuse-t-elle pas de me protéger? Si donc elle ne fait
rien pour moi, ou si elle fait beaucoup contre moti, j’ai aussi le doit de refuser
de la servir. Notre pacte ne lui convient plus, elle le rompt; il ne me convient
plus, je le romps aussi: je ne me révolte pas, je sors.'*

Adolphe is the least political of our five dandies; but even he is quite deliberately
socially subversive, as his volatile behavior in both Germany and Poland shows. His
youthful admiration of the elderly lady had developed in him, we are told: ‘une
insurmontable aversion pour toutes les maximes communes et pour toutes les formules
dogmatiques’.'* And, of course, his continuing defense of Ellénore in the face of (for him)
intolerable pressure from society - and, indeed, his attraction for her in the first place - has a
great deal to do with her status as outsider and exile, and can therefore be interpreted as an
act of protest, if not revolt.

Despite the sincerity of his sentiments and the strength of his moral and ethical
convictions, however, the dandy falters when it comes to action. His philosophical
underpinning is simply too weak; he is, despite his violent disclaimers to the contrary, still
too close to his noble ancestors - and he is thus wholly unable to stand against society for
long. Chatsky is splendid in his tirades, but accomplishes nothing except his own social
exile from both Petersburg and Moscow. Onegin eases his serfs’ burden by allowing them
to pay quitrent, rather than labor - but would never consider freeing them completely, and
indeed, does so more in a spirit of mischievous experimentation than of honest reform.
Adolphe rails against the hypocrisy of society even as he surrenders to it. René and
Obermann simply flee; the grand courtroom speech of the one, and the virulent suicide note
of the other, come to nothing. Adolphe notes that ‘Cette société d’ailleurs n’a rien a
craindre’.''® Not yet - but the civic sense of the dandy, unsteady though it is, nevertheless
lays the foundation for future generations of superfluous men and the eventual emergence of

the intellectual hero.

14 Obermann, p. 166-7.
"> 4dolphe, p. 25.
"8 Adolphe, p. 26.
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E. Seeking of soulmates

Although by definition profoundly isolated, most superfluous men would seek either
to find others who think and feel as they do or to convert others to their way of thinking.
Tragically, the superfluous man’s search is destined to be futile, for he is defined by his
‘apartness’. A successful break from the fetters of his isolation would signify reintegration
into society - and would therefore negate his identity altogether. The invisible barrier which
separates the superfluous man from society thus extends even to his personal relationships.

Although the dandy is more or less sincere in his wish for love and friendship, he is
not at all a convincing proselyte of his cause; his overwhelming self-obsession succeeds in
further alienating others, rather than in attracting them. The dandy is truly selfish; his
positive individualism and sense of self-worth - amour de soi - is, tragically, accompanied
by and overpowered by amour-propre. Fatally hampered by his lack of willpower, he is
only able to relate to others in terms of himself, and he is no more able to risk society’s
censure for the sake of friendship than he was for the sake of politics, ethics or morals.

Chatsky’s thoughtless outbursts succeed in alienating Sofia (along with everybody
else) almost as soon as he arrives, and (although given plenty of hints), his self-love
prevents him from recognizing her relationship with Molchalin. His anger at Sofia at the
end of the play is thus not only hypocritical in the extreme - as Sofia realizes, it is Chatsky
himself who is to blame for their split:

Maybe I behaved quite thoughtlessly,
I know it and I'm sorry; but how did I betray him?
Who’s he that I be censured for infidelity?!...
He left the house - our place seemed very boring to him -
And he rarely came to visit us;
Later, he pretended he was in love,
Again demanding and distressed!
Witty, clever, eloquent,
Especially happy in a crowd,
He got a fancy notion of himself...
A real desire for travelling came over him.
Oh, if a person loves someone,
Why search for wit and go on such a lengthy trip?'"”’

but also betrays his self-obsession; his otherwise somewhat justifiable resentment is heavily
tinged with embarrassment at the thought of the possible damage to Ais reputation:

And you! O God in Heaven! Whom have you picked out!
When I consider it, why whom have you preferred!..

" Woe from Wit, 1, p. 100.
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Will you become his friend again after full consideration?
What’s the point of ruining oneself?

Just think, you always can take care of him,

And diaper him and send him on an errand.

To be a boy and servant, a little lady’s page -

This is the ideal of all the Moscow men!

Enough!...I pride myself on breaking off with you."*

Onegin’s relationships also betray both his inability to relate to others and his fear of
society’s ridicule. He only returns Tatyana’s love when he discovers her in her new role of

society queen:

Can it be the same Tatyana...

that little girl whom he

had in her humble lot disdained -
can she have been with him just now
so bland, so bold?...

What has stirred at the bottom

of a soul cold and sluggish?
Vexation? Vanity? Or once again
youth’s worry - love?'"?

- a fact not missed by Tatyana herself:

Then - is it not so? - in the wilderness,

far from futile Hearsay,

I was not to your liking...Why, then, now
do you pursue me?

Why have you marked me out?

Might it not be because in the grand monde
I am obliged now to appear;

because I’m wealthy and of noble rank?
because my husband has been maimed in battles;
because for that the Court is kind to us?
Might it not be because my disrepute
would be remarked by everybody now

and in society might bring

you scandalous prestige?'®

Onegin’s treatment of Lensky throughout the text also demonstrates his selfishness: he falls
into the friendship merely because he is bored; he is deliberately patronizing and hurtful;

8 Woe from Wit, IV, p. 162.
"' Eugene Onegin, Ch. 8, XX and XXI, p. 291.
12 Eugene Onegin, Ch. 8, XLIV, p. 305.
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he provokes the events that lead to the fateful duel merely "in a spirit of malicious
experimentation. And, of course, although Lensky forgives Onegin - for friendship’s sake -
when he would have been justified in calling him out, Onegin cannot find the strength of
will to do the same:

He might have manifested feelings
instead of bristling like a beast;

he ought to have disarmed

the youthful heart. ‘But now

too late; the time has flown away...
Moreover,” he reflects, ‘in this affair

an old duelist has intervened;

he’s malicious, he’s a gossiper, he’s glib...

Of course, contempt shoudl be

the price of his droll sallies;

but the whisper, the snickering of fools...’
And here it is - public opinion!

Honor’s mainspring, our idol!

And here is what the world twirls on!'!

Rather than risk ridicule by the society which he professes to scorn, Onegin first gratuitously
insults Lensky by oversleeping and bringing his valet as a second - and then shoots to kill.
Adolphe, like Chatsky and Onegin, is at least partly responsible for his own

isolation:

Quelquefois je cherchais a contraindre mon ennui; je me réfugiais dans une
taciturnité profonde: on prenait cette taciturnité pour du dédain. D’autres
fois, lassé moi-méme de mon silence, je me laissais aller a quelques
plaisanteries, et mon esprit, mis en mouvement, m’entrainait au-dela de toute
mesure. Je révélais en un jour tous les ridicules que j’avais observés durant
un mois.'?

He only woos Ellénore out of a sense of bored experimentation (‘Offerte a mes regards dans
un moment ol mon coeur avait besoin d’amour, ma vanité de succes, Ellénore me parut une
conquéte digne de moi’'* ) and throughout their relationship, his treatment of her betrays
both selfishness and weakness:

2! Eugene Onegin, Ch. 6, X1, p. 232.
122 Adolphe, p. 25.
2 Adolphe, p. 32.
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Plus d’une fois elle forma le projet de briser un lien qui ne répandait sur sa
vie que de I'inquiétude et du trouble; plus d’une fois je 1’apaisai par mes
supplications, mes désaveux et mes pleurs.'*

Je ne fais que du mal a Ellénore; mon sentiment, tel qu’il est, ne peut la
satisfaire. Je me sacrifie pour elle sans fruit pour son bonheur; et moi, je vis
ici sans utilité, sans indépendance, n’ayant pas un instant de libre, ne pouvant
respirer une heure en paix. [...] Je me plaignis de ma vie contrainte, de ma
jeunesse consumée dans I’inaction, du despotisme qu’elle exergait sur toutes
mes démarches.'”

Adolphe lacks the strength of will either to defy society by remaining with Ellénore, or to
break with her of his own initiative. Like Onegin, Adolphe would rather be responsible for
a death than risk public ridicule by the society that he repudiates.

Although René ‘ne trouvais l’aise et le contentement qu’auprés de [sa] soeur
Amelie’' | his attitude towards his sister is wilfully and blindly selfish. He keeps her from
becoming a nun as long as he possibly can, although he realizes that he is ‘le seul lien qui la
retint dans le monde’'?’; he is positively furious at her for refusing to divulge her reasons for
eventually taking the veil (‘je fus révolté de I’obstination d’Amélie, du mystére de ses
paroles, et de son peu de confiance en mon amitié’'*®); and he goes so far as to consider
committing suicide during Amélie’s induction into the convent:

Cette froide fermeté qu’on opposait & ’ardeur de mon amitié, me jeta
dans de violents transports. Tant6t j’étais prés de retourner sur mes
pas; tant6t je voulais rester, uniquement pour troubler le sacrifice.
L’enfer me suscitait jusqu’a la pensée de me poignarder dans 1’église,
et de méler mes derniéres soupirs aux voeux qui m’arrachaient ma
soeur.'”

René is, like Onegin and Adolphe, directly responsible for a death; his outburst during the
ceremony pushes Amélie to sacrifice her life in a quest for forgiveness.

Obermann’s self-obsession dominates throughout the text; for him, there really is
‘only one person, one subject - I’.'*® We never learn why Obermann flees from his

‘soulmate’:

124 Adolphe, p. 44.

' Adolphe, p. 53.

16 René, p. 145 and p. 157.
127 René, p. 147.

128 René, p. 162.

' René, pp. 163-4.

%0 Seeley (1994), p. 9.
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Vous qui me connaissez, qui m’entendez, mais qui, plus heureux et plus sage,
cédez sans impatience aux habitudes de la vie, vous savez quels sont en moi,
dans I’¢loignement ol nous sommes destinés a vivre, les besoins qui ne
peuvent étre satisfaits. Il est une chose qui me console, c’est de vous avoir:
ce sentiment ne cessera point. Mais, nous nous le sommes toujours dit, il faut
que mon ami sente comme moi; il faut que notre destinée soit 1a méme; il
faut qu’on puisse passer ensemble la vie. Combien de fois j’ai regretté que
nous ne fussions pas ainsi 'un a autre! Avec qui l'intimité sans réserve
pourra-t-elle m’étre aussi douce, m’étre aussi naturelle? [...] Vous étes le
point ou j’aime & me reposer dans I’inquiétude qui m’égare, ou j’aime a
revenir lorsque j’ai parcouru toutes choses, et que je me suis trouvé seul dans
le monde. Si nous vivions ensemble, si nous nous suffisions, je m’arréterais
1a, je connaitrais le repos, je ferais quelque chose sur la terre, et ma vie
commencerait. Mais il faut que j’attende, que je cherche, que je me héte vers
Pinconnu, et que, sans savoir ou je vais, je fuie le présent comme si j’avais
quelque espoir dans ’avenir.™

But it seems likely that he has fled to escape society’s scom; indeed, Obermann seems to
realize that he is incapable of openly flouting society, even for true friendship:

Je vivrai misérable et presque ridicule sur une terre assujettie aux caprices de
ce monde éphémére; opposant & mes ennuis cette conviction qui me place
intérieurement auprés de I’homme tel qu’il serait. Et s’il rencontre quelqu’un
d’un caractére assez peu flexible pour que son étre, formé sur le modéle
antérieur, ne puisse étre livré aux empreintes sociales, si, dis-je, le hasard me
fait rencontrer un tel homme, nous nous entendrons, il me restera; je serai a
lui pour toujours; nous reporterons 1’un vers I’autre nos rapports avec le reste
du monde; et, quittés des autres hommes, dont nous plaindrons les vains
besoins, nous suivrons, s’il se peut, une vie plus naturelle, plus égale.
Cependant qui pourra dire si elle serait plus heureuse, sans accord avec les
choses?' ‘

Later, he settles for second-best - in the full realization that he has gained a companion,

rather than a soulmate:

Fonsalbe sera un ami, et un ami dans ma solitude. Je ne dis pas un ami tel
que nous ’entendions autrefois. Nous ne sommes plus dans un age du
héroisme. 1l s’agit de passer doucement ses jours. [...] Laissons les amis
selon I’antiquité, et les amis selon les villes. Imaginez un terme moyen. Que
cela? direz-vous. Et moi je vous dis que c’est beaucoup.'**

B Obermann, pp. 47-8.
132 Obermann, pp. 59-60.
33 Obermann, p. 373.
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The dandy’s alienation is profound, and his efforts to break it sincere; but, as
Nabokov remarks of Adolphe in passing: ‘his is a checkered nature, now knight, now cad’.**
The dandy’s essential lack of willpower renders him unable to form or sustain friendship or
love in the face of social scorn, ridicule, or approbation. Richard Freeborn notes about

Onegin that:

The despotism of social orthodoxy is as important as Fate, it would seem, in
determining Onegin’s character and his subsequent behavior in the novel.
The effect of Fate in the context of social relations is both to condition man
to the hierarchical structure and to emphasize the insignificance of his human
individuality."*

and this applies equally well to our other dandies. The individuality of the superfluous man
is far too fragile, as of yet, to break completely with social norms. He is thus doubly
condemned to his isolation - first by society, and then by himself.

Tout a passé devant moi; tout m’appelle, et tout m’abandonne. Je suis seul;
les forces de mon coeur ne sont point communiquées, elles réagissent dans
lui, elles attendent: me voila dans le monde, errant, solitaire au milieu de la
foule qui ne m’est rien; comme 1’homme frappé des longtemps d’une surdité
accidentelle, et dont I’oeil avide se fixe sur tous ces étres muets qui passent et
s’agitent devant lui. Il voit tout, et tout lui est refusé; il devine les sons qu’il
aime, il les cherche, et ne les entend pas, il souffre le silence de toutes choses
au milieu du bruit du monde. [...] Il est séparé de I’ensemble des étres, iln’y a
plus de contact: tout existe en vain devant lui, il vit seul, il est absent dans le
monde vivant.'

13 Nabokov, Vol. 3, p. 101.
133 Freeborn (1973), pp. 25-6.
1% Obermann, pp. 100-1.
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F. Foreign influence

The superfluous man is fundamentally cosmopolitan in a way that marks a
significant departure from the ‘Grand Tour’ mentality of the eighteenth-century nobility. He
does not travel to ‘finish’ his education, nor to acquire interesting mememtos, nor to polish
his French or English - he may, in fact, never travel abroad at all. He is, however, deeply
influenced by foreign concepts and ideas - what we shall term the ‘profound foreign’ -
which are alien (and therefore threatening) to the traditional nobility - and this is the
difference between being cosmopolitan and being merely well-travelled.

As we shall see, the attitude of the superfluous man towards the foreign will undergo
a subtle change with each successive generation. What remains constant (and consistently
futile) throughout is the conviction that the ‘foreign’ has something to offer which he cannot
find in his own society - the belief that a place exists where he will be a ‘stranger’ only in
the literal sense of the word.

The dandy is thus ‘cosmopolitan’ in a way that has little to do with his London dress
sense, and the fact that both his experimentation and his response to opposition largely take
the form of flight ¢o the foreign and away from the familiar takes on a wider significance.

All five of our dandies look to the foreign for enlightenment. Chatsky has ‘roamed
the world’ for three years without seeing ‘a hundreth part’ of it; Onegin too has journeyed
for three years,"’” and has a reading list of an exclusively foreign nature'® ; René travels to
Greece, Rome, London, and Scotland before finally leaving for the ‘nouvel Eden’ of
America; Obermann, of course, heads for Switzerland; and the very first lines of Chapter
One of Adolphe inform us that Adolphe has just finished his studies at the University of
Gottingen, and is about to set off on a tour of ‘les pays les plus remarquables de I’Europe’.

More than this, all five of our dandies flee to seek refuge: Chatsky to ‘search
through the world/To find a little corner for a wounded heart’ afier his exile from Moscow;
Onegin to parts unknown after his murder of Lensky; René to America after the public
disclosure of Amélie’s incestuous passion; Obermann further and further into Switzerland
in his search for ‘d’autres moeurs et une autre nature’'*; Adolphe to Germany and to Poland

17 Although probably not abroad, as Nabokov notes: ‘Onegin’s journey from the time of his leaving
Petersburg to his returning to it in August, 1824, also lasts three years, but has he been abroad between his
departure from his country seat and his departure from Petersburg for his Russian tour? That Pushkin might
have thought of sending his man abroad is suggested to us by two considerations: (1) in a canceled stanza
(Seven : XXV alt. :13) Onegin sets out from his country seat to seek relief from tedium vitae ‘in distant parts’,
which sounds more like an allusion to foreign countries than to Russian provinces; and (2) in a canceled stanza
of the Journey (V) the first quatrain might be understood as Onegin’s returning to Petersburg from western
Europe [...] after wandering about like a Malmoth.’ (Vol. 3, pp. 258-9)

1% Including, incidentally, both Adolphe and René.

1% Obermann, p. 33.

49



escape from the stifling society of his father, and to Italy (we learn in the ‘Avis de
L’Editeur’) after Ellénore’s death. '

Tragically, the dandy finds no more satisfaction abroad than he does at home - he is
left with the choice of being an exile abroad or a stranger in his own land. Biancamaria
Fontana observes that: ‘At the beginning of the novel Adolphe was described as a
“stranger”. The term referred literally to his being a foreigner in a German town, but it is
difficult for a modern reader not to be reminded of Camus’ alienated hero.”'* She fails to
note, however, that Adolphe is marked out as a ‘stranger’ even before this, in the ‘Avis de
L’Editeur’: ‘Il y avait dans la méme auberge un étranger qui se trouvait forcé d’y
séjourner’ and confirmed in this role after Ellénore’s death: ‘J’étais libre, en effet, je n’étais
plus aimé: j’étais étranger pour tout le monde’.'! Not just Adolphe, but all of our dandies
are condemned to be'pcrpetual ‘strangers’, social and philosophical exiles wherever they
flee.

How long they’ve shunned me now as if I were a stranger!'*

But who’s that in the chosen throng,
standing silent and nebulous?
To everyone he seems a stranger.'*

Je me trouvai bientdt plus isolé¢ dans ma patrie, que je ne ’avais été sur une
terre étrangere. [...] Inconnu, je me mélais a la foule: vaste désert
d’hommes!'“

Embarrassé, incertain; pressentant tout peut-étre, mais ne connaissant rien;
étranger 4 ce qui m’environnait, je n’avais d’autre caractére décidé que d’étre
inquiet et malheureux.'#

140 Biancamaria Fontana, Benjamin Constant and the Post-revolutionary Mind (London: Yale University
Press, 1991), p. 125.

“! 4dolphe, p. 108. (my emphasis)
2 Woe from Wit, 11, p. 112,
1> Eugene Onegin, Ch. 8, VII, p. 284.
1% René, pp. 152-3.
'S Obermann, p. 71.
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G. Femininity

All superfluous men are, to varying degrees, ‘feminized’. Reflecting their
fundamental impotence in the face of society, their sexual ambiguity is also a powerful
symbol of their status as outsiders and transgressors. Although all superfluous men share
this trait, the first and last generations - the ‘dandy’ and the ‘dreamer’ - are perhaps the most
overtly feminized, and, not coincidentally, the least vital and most helpless of the four types.
Foreshadowing the overt gender reversal of the dreamer, the dandy very rarely adopts the
dominant ‘male’ role, exhibiting instead feminine or childlike behavior; significantly, four
out of our five dandies are thrown into contrast with a stronger woman who serves to
highlight their ‘femininity’.'*

Onegin’s physical foppishness, with its ‘feminine’ emphasis on a sleek and polished
appearance, strongly prefigures the outright androgyny of the dreamer:

Amber on Tsargrad’s pipe,

Porcelain and bronzes on a table,

and - of the pampered senses joy -
perfumes in crystal cut with facets;
combs, little files of steel,

straight scissors, curvate ones,

and brushes of thirty kinds -

these for the nails, those for the teeth.

My Eugene, a second [Chadaev],

being afraid of jealous censures,

was in his dress a pedant

and what we’ve called a fop.

He three hours, at the least,

in front of mirrors spent,

and from his dressing room came forth
akin to giddy Venus

when, having donned a masculine attire,
the goddess drives to a masquerade.'?’

Onegin’s femininity is not confined to his physical appearance; he abdicates the dominant
role to the intelligent, practical, and strong Tatyana in an ironic reversal of their earlier
behavior:

There is no doubt: alas! Eugene
in love is with Tatyana like a child.
In throes of amorous designs

146 Who becomes correspondingly ‘masculinized’ in behavior (albeit not to a great extent); again
foreshadowing the outright gender reversal of the ‘dreamer’ type.

"7 Eugene Onegin, Ch. 1, XXIV and XXV, pp. 105-6.
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he spends both day and night...

She does not notice him,

no matter how he strives - even to death..
Onegin is beginning to grow pale;

she does not see or does not care;
Onegin droops - and almost,

in fact, is phthisical.'*

The same role reversal is evident in Adolphe, too, with Adolphe characterized,
variously, as both feminine and childlike, but very rarely ‘masculine’, while Ellénore takes

on an increasingly dominant (and therefore ‘masculine’) role:

Mais a mesure que je m’approchais de sa demeure, un sentiment d’humeur
contre cet empire bizarre se mélait 2 mes autres sentiments. Ellénore elle-
meéme était violente.

Je me plaignis de ma vie contrainte, de ma jeunesse consumée dans I’inaction,
du despotisme qu’elle exergait sur toutes mes démarches.

I1 y avait dans la voix et dans le ton d’Ellénore je ne sais quoi d’apre et de
violent qui annongait plutdt une détermination ferme qu’une émotion
profonde ou touchante.'*

And, of course, it is Ellénore - who, we are told several times, wants only to be accepted by
society - who has had the strength to twice openly defy society’s norms, giving up not only
her social position but also her lover and children, while Adolphe wavers in the wind of
social opinion.

Both Obermann and René take on childlike roles:

Je laissai a terre montre, argent, tout ce qui était sur moi, et & peu prés tous
mes vétements, et je m’éloignai sans prendre soin de les cacher. Ainsi, direz-
vous, le premier acte de mon indépendance fut au moins une bizarrerie, et je
ressemblai a ces enfants trop contraints, qui ne font que des étourderies
lorsqu’on les laisse a eux-mémes.'*

En pronongant ces mots, Amélie me regardait avec compassion et tendresse,
et couvrait mon front de ses baisers; c’était presque une mére, c’était quelque
chose de plus tendre. Hélas! mon coeur se rouvrit a toutes les joies, comme
un enfant, je ne demandais qu’a étre consolé; je cédai a I’empire d’ Amélie.'”

1% Fugene Onegin, Ch. 8, XXX and XXXI, p. 296.
1 Adolphe, pp. 50; 53; 72.

1% Obermann, p. 57.

%! René, p. 158.
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René’s sexual identity, of course, is made even more ambiguous by the incestuous nature of
his relatioﬁship with Amélie (where she is without any doubt the dominant partner) and by
his dream of falling in love with ‘une Eve tirée de moi-méme’'*?; while Obermann muses at
one point that: ‘je ferai bien de me mettre a imaginer du moins le réle d’un homme.”'?*

Chatsky, alone among our dandies, displays little overt feminization. However, in
contrast to Sofia, it is clear that he is not quite as dominantly ‘masculine’ as he would like to
appear. In spite of her naiveté, she is undoubtedly a strong, intelligent, and determined
woman; despite Chatsky’s loudly proclaimed scorn for society, it is he who knuckles under
to public opinion, while Sofia flouts it more or less openly, declaring ‘What’s talk to me?
Let them think whatever they want’.'*

It must not be forgotten that sexual identity is also social identity; the superfluous
man’s sexual ambiguity - his transgression against accepted gender roles - thus symbolizes
his lack of a role in society. He is not only a sexual, but also a social, outsider.

12 René, p. 156. The theme of incest is, of course, heightened even further if one takes Atala into
consideration.

'** Obermann, p. 402.

1% Woe from Wit, 1, p. 98. Although, of course, she does not face the same consequences; her ‘transgression’
is purely social, without the political undertones of Chatsky’s.
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3. The Dandy’s Legacy

The dandy represents the first stage in the evolution of the intellectual hero in
literature and of the intellectual elite in society - but the first stage only. The dandy -
despite his superior abilities and talents, despite his strong ethical, moral, and civic
sensibilities - simply lacked the strength of will to stick to his guns in the face of societal
opposition or even to formulate a coherent philosophy. As Seeley notes:

The education and outlook of [the dandy’s] generation were largely
conditioned by the eighteenth century. Not one of our dandies was a
revolutionary or radical. Most were progressively conservative or moderately
liberal: in other words, enlightened critics of the old order rather than
protagonists of a new order. And so when the old order, instead of
collapsing [...], gathered itself for a formidable counter-offensive, the dandies
had no base of principle from which to oppose it - no purpose of their own,
no course, no clear conception even of their relation to society - only an inner
conviction of their superiority and a habit of criticism, elegiac or witty, to
which they continued to cling in private as far as their circumstances or their
courage allowed.'

His reign, therefore, was to be short-lived. He was simply not robust enough to
stand in opposition to society for long, and he lacked the wherewithal to break free of the
old order. The dandy’s response to crisis was primarily flight; when the political and social
situation in each country reached the crisis point, the dandy was not equipped to deal with it.
The despair of our ‘enlightened critics’ is palpable.

Well, there it is - the day is gone
And all the specters with it, all
The smoke and fumes of all the hopes I cherished...
What did I expect? What would I find?
Where is this charm of meeting? Real sympathy in whom?
A shout! Delight! Embrace! - Nothing there!
Sitting idly in a carriage,
Traveling across a boundless plain,
Something seems to lie ahead:
It’s bright, it’s blue, it’s various...
And you drive on an hour, or two, all day. Then suddenly
You’ve galloped up to your resting place. You spend the night.
No matter where you look, there is the same flat steppe;
It’s empty, and it’s dead...Oh Lord! Too much! The more
you think..."

133 Seeley (1994), p. 13.
1% Woe from Wit, IV, p. 148.
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But it 1s sad to think that to no purpose
youth was given us,

that we betrayed it every hour,

that it duped us;

that our best wishes,

that our fresh dreamings,

in quick succession have decayed

like leaves in putrid au M7

Une langueur secrete s’emparait de mon corps. Ce dégofit de la vie que
jJ’avais ressenti dés mon enfance, revenait avec une force nouvelle. Bient6t
mon coeur ne fournit plus d’aliment & ma pensée, et je ne m’apercevais de
mon existence que par un profond sentiment d’ennui. [...]Tout m’échappait &
la fois, I’amitié, le monde, la retraite. J’avais essayé de tout, et tout m’avait
été fatal.'*

L’on dirait qu’une volonté ennemie s’attache & me retenir dans un état de
suspension et d’entraves, a me leurrer par des choses vagues et des espérances
évasives, afin de consumer ma durée entiére sans qu’elle ait rien atteint, rien
produit, rien possédé.'”

Je portais au fond de mon coeur un besoin de sensibilit¢ dont je ne
m’apercevais pas, mais qui, ne trouvant point a se satisfaire, me détachait
successivement de tous les objets qui tour a tour attiraient ma curiosité. [...]
Je trouvais qu’aucun but ne valait la peine d’aucun effort.'®

Nevertheless, the dandy would leave an important legacy to both future ‘generations’
of superfluous men and to his eventual successor, the intellectual hero. Despite his collapse
in the face of opposition, the dandy leaves a tradition of individualism and independant
thought allied to social, political, and moral protest.

17 Eugene Onegin, Ch. 8, XI and XII, pp. 286-7.
'8 René, p. 156-7.

1% Obermann, p. 154.

1 4dolphe, p. 23-4.
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CHAPTER 2: THE ‘REBEL’

1. The Rebel’s Inheritance

If the period in which the dandy emerged - the first quarter of the nineteenth century -
was characterized by uncertainty, then the period of the rebel is one of deep disenchantment.
The 1830’s were to mark the collapse of the dandy and the ascendance of the rebel in both
Russia and France. In each nation, hopes for increasing political and social liberalism would
be thwarted, and the dandy’s vague dissatisfaction would be replaced by open rebellion,
brought on in each case by a new and repressive regime: Nicholas I in Russia, Louis-
Philippe in France. Both of these leaders had been heralded as more progressive, more
liberal, than their predecessors. Each, frightened by revolutionary stirrings, would become
just as repressive. In both countries, the revolutionary hopes of a generation were betrayed -
in 1825 in Russia, in 1830 in France - and the literary rebel would emerge to personify the
frustration of a generation of idealists.

Mikhail Lermontov’s Pechorin (4 Hero of Our Time, 1841) is the template for the
rebel type in Russian literature, while the best example in French literature is Alfred de
Musset’s Lorenzo (Lorenzaccio, 1834).'

The chronological and narrative structure of 4 Hero of Our Time is extraordinarily
complex, being composed of five related stories - ‘Bela’, ‘Maksim Maksimych’, ‘Taman’,
‘Princess Mary’, and ‘The Fatalist’. Each of the stories is capable of standing on its own
(and indeed, three of them were first published separately). Although we will not be
concentrating on the structure of the novel itself, preferring instead to focus on the composite
portrait of Pechorin, some reference to the structure is necessary.

In essence, the first two stories - ‘Bela’ and ‘Maksim Maksimych’ - are narrated by
an itinerant officer collecting travel notes. ‘Bela’ is his account of a tale related to him by
one Maksim Maksimych, who was posted with Pechorin in the Caucasus; ‘Maksim
Maksimych’ is his own first-hand account of a meeting between Pechorin and Maksim
Maksimych. The final three stories are ostensibly written by Pechorin himself and comprise
his ‘Journal’, which the travel writer publishes after Pechorin’s death. There are, then three
narrators: the traveling officer, Maksim Maksimych, and Pechorin himself. This narrative
structure poses problems for the reader seeking overall patterns, for the reliability and
impartiality of all three narrators is uncertain. However, we shall leave this question aside,
because it does not impact directly on our subject matter here.

The chronological structure of A4 Hero of Our Time is no less complicated. The
order of the stories in the finished novel does not correspond with the apparent chronological

1! Musset’s Octave (La Confession d 'un enfant du siécle, 1836) is also a good example of the rebel type;
Stendhal’s slightly earlier Octave de Malivert (Armance, 1827) can be seen to embody aspects of both the
dandy and the rebel.

56



sequence of events, and no total consensus exists on the ‘real’ sequence of the events
described. The most accepted chronological order is: ‘Taman’, ‘Princess Mary’, ‘Bela’,
‘The Fatalist’, ‘Maksim Maksimych’.

Our knowledge of the character of Pechorin is thus built up gradually through three
different narrators and in a chronological sequence which does not correspond to the
sequence of the stories. The structure of the novel, instead, brings us successively closer to
Pechorin’s character with each episode, beginning with third- and second-hand portraits in
‘Bela’ and ‘Maksim Maksimych’ and ending with Pechorin’s intimate revelations about
himself in his ‘Journal’.

Musset’s Lorenzaccio is alone among our chosen works in that it is a historical
drama, set in sixteenth-century Florence and based on the life of the historical Lorenzo de
Medicis.  Although Musset successfully evokes the atmosphere of renaissance Italy,
however, the drama is unarguably imbued with the spirit of 1830’s France. As Pierre
Barbéris notes:

Lorenzaccio perd ’essentiel de son sens si ’on ne tient pas compte de son
contexte et de son arriére-plan historiques. La piéce de Musset plonge de
profondes racines dans ce qui s’est passé en France depuis juillet 1830, que
ce soient les événements politiques [...], ou que ce soient les événements
intellectuels.'®

Lorenzaccio is thus much more than a historical drama; the literary protagonist Lorenzo
clearly owes more to contemporary intellectuals than to the historical Lorenzo de Medicis,
and can be considered a valid example of the ‘rebel’ type of superfluous man. The narrative
and chronological structure of Lorenzaccio is much more straightforward than that of 4 Hero
of Our Time, but shares one important similarity. The narrative structure of the play, like
that of Lermontov’s novel, brings us progressively closer to the character of Lorenzo. Our
knowledge of him is built up gradually, through the revelations of different characters, until
finally Lorenzo speaks for himself.

The rebel is no longer ‘conditioned by the eighteenth century’ as was the dandy, but
wholly a product of the nineteenth, a member of the post-Decembrist, post-July revolution
generation, for whom inaction is no longer satisfactory; he has, as Seeley notes,
‘uncompromisingly rejected the old order in his soul, however much he may be bound to it
formally by birth and wealth’.’® He has inherited the dandy’s individualism, and he is no
longer hampered from expressing it; he is characterized, above all, by his vital and powerful
will. Radical though he might be in his rejection of societal norms, however, the rebel is no
more of a ‘revolutionary’ than the dandy; in fact, he has even less of a clearly defined social

162 Pierre Barbéris, Lorenzaccio - Alfred de Musset (Paris: Nathan, 1994), p. 65.
163 Seeley (1994), p. 13.
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or political agenda. Although he discards completely the passivity of the dandy for action
and open rebellion against society, he still has no ‘base of principle’, no ‘purpose of his own’
- and he has rejected as futile what ethical ballast the dandy had. Obermann noted that
‘pouvoir sans savoir est fort dangereux; savoir sans pouvoir est inutile et triste’.’ The
rebel is no longer characterized by ‘savoir sans pouvoir’, as was the dandy, but by ‘pouvoir

sans savoir’; and he is very dangerous indeed.

'8¢ Obermann, p. 402.
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2. Identifying Characteristics

A. Ambiguity of familial and social status

In the last chapter, we saw that the familial and social status of the dandy was already
fundamentally ambiguous. With the rebel, this ambiguity becomes pronounced, his status
increasingly precarious and difficult to define. The rebel’s identity - familial, societal, and
personal - is profoundly uncertain. Whereas the dandy could only flout social convention up
to a point, the rebel has completely broken with it. Thus, while society always seemed ready
to welcome back the dandy (if only he would cooperate and conform), the rebel burns his
bridges, and becomes a more complete outcast than the dandy ever could. Tellingly, while
the dandy chooses to isolate himself from society (Chatsky, Onegin, René, Obermann, and
Adolphe all flee of their own volition), the rebel is actually rejected by society in a way that
they were not. In fact, the rebel - despite his pretense of complete self-determination - is
much less in control of his own environment than any of our earlier dandies.

Pechorin’s lineage is never explicitly mentioned in A Hero of Our Time. He is
certainly noble; that much may be inferred from his wealth, education, and his position as a
commissioned officer. In the lack of any information to the contrary, he may be considered
as an orphan and the last of his line. Like most superfluous men, he fails to marry or to have
legitimate offspring to carry on his name.

Despite his wealth and noble origin, however, Pechorin’s social status is tenuous. As
an army officer, Pechorin is continually uprooted and posted to various places. He has been
summarily dismissed to the Caucasus from Petersburg, after some unspecified misdemeanor;
posted from the Caucasus to Georgia, he is actually driven out of both Taman and
Pyatigorsk, the spa town of ‘Princess Mary’. He is shown as unable to integrate into any
society at all, whether 'civilized' or ‘primitive’; more than this, there is no attempt by any of
the other characters to bring him into the fold, as there was with all of our dandies. While
the dandy was initially welcomed, Pechorin is preceded by his reputation, met with
suspicion, and never fully embraced. As Seeley notes:

Pechorin, for all his wealth and traditions, feels himself hard-pressed by
comparison. Life is constricting: he cannot just appear and enjoy like his
predecessors; he must act, if only to hold off the people and circumstances
crowding in on him, and hence his acts are acts of resentment and malice.'*

Lorenzo’s background, in contrast to that of Pechorin, is crystal clear; he is a
Medicis, a member of the foremost political family of Florence. He is, in fact, a legitimate

193 Seeley (1994), p. 17.
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heir to the throne (in contrast to his cousin Alexandre, the reigning duke, who is
illegitimate).

However, like Pechorin, Lorenzo’s societal status is also fundamentally precarious.
Not only has his family fallen into disrepute, losing its former power and influence, but
Lorenzo himself has no real social status. As a member of the younger branch of the family,
he has been cut off from his rightful position and is economically dependent on Alexandre;
as the debauched duke’s flunky, he is held in contempt by nearly every other character -
even the corrupt Alexandre himself:

Tu fais honte au nom de Médicis. Je ne suis qu’un batard, et je le porterais
mieux que toi, qui es légitime! [...] Un Médicis ne se laisse point provoquer
ainsi.'s

Lorenzo, like Pechorin, is a quasi-orphan (and dies a true orphan, for he receives notice of
his mother’s death immediately before his own murder) and dies without legitimate
progeny.'” Like Pechorin, Lorenzo, too, has been rejected by society; he is exiled from
Rome; he is exiled from Florence; he is murdered by a mob in Venice.

The ambiguity of the rebel’s societal identity is reinforced by his contradictory
personal identity; for whereas the dandy, for all his faults, at least possessed a unified
personality, the rebel’s character is profoundly split on all levels.

That Pechorin’s nature is contradictory is immediately evident. His very first
appearance in the novel - in Maksim Maksimych’s description in ‘Bela’ - makes this clear:

His name was...Grigory Alexandrovich Pechorin. A grand fellow he was,
take it from me, only a bit odd. For instance, he’d spend the whole day out
hunting in rain or cold. Everyone else would be tired or frozen, but he’d think
nothing of it. Yet another time he’d sit in his room and at the least puff of
wind reckon he’d caught a chill, or a shutter might bang and he’d shiver and
turn pale. Yet I’ve seen him go for a wild boar single-handed. Sometimes
you wouldn’t get a word out of him for hours on end, but another time he
would tell you stories that made you double up w1th laughter...Yes, he was a
funny chap in many ways.'s®

This first impression is reinforced by the next description of Pechorin, by the itinerant author
in ‘Maksim Maksimych’. As Andrew Barratt and A.D.P. Briggs note:

In fact, when this portrait is compared with the one supplied above by the
captain in the previous story, they prove, in essence, to be remarkably similar.

1% Lorenzaccio, 1, 4, p. 37.

167 Although the historical Lorenzo de Medicis had siblings. Similarly, Marie Soderini in reality survived her
son. Musset’s revision of historical reality holds real significance here.

18 4 Hero of Our Time, p. 27.
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Just as Maksim Maksimych had told us in his own bluff way of a man whose
behavior was a series of contradictions, so the narrator, albeit in a far more
sophisticated style, draws a picture of Pechorin in which contradiction is to
the fore. Whereas Maksim Maksimych had talked of the intrepid hunter who
would sometimes start at the clatter of a window-shutter, the narrator observes
an individual who displays the resilience of a man and the frailty of a woman,
who appears both young and somewhat older, and has features dark and fair.
A detailed analysis of the language would reveal a set of carefully balanced
antinomies: slim/broad, strong/weak, black/white.'s

Later, of course, Pechorin himself openly admits that he ‘was born with a passion for
contradiction’.'™

The contradictory nature of Lorenzo’s character, too, is emphasized early on. In the
very first act, we learn that he is both a cynical débauché and a philosopher, a poet who
faints at the very sight of a sword and a dangerous man, a womanizer and a ‘femmelette’;
and, of course, the image of Lorenzaccio - the depraved intimate of Alexandre - is soon even
more explicitly juxtaposed with that of Lorenzo - selfless patriot - when he reveals his
intentions to Philippe. Indeed, Lorenzo’s split nature is materially represented in the form
of a spectre which appears to his mother; as Barbéris notes, ‘la personnalité de Lorenzo est
double, elle est a jamais clivée; il ne retrouvera jamais son identité dans cet inconnu vétu de
noir qui lui ressemblait comme un frére’. '

The rebel’s split nature is also emphasized by the great disparity between
appearances and reality, a tension which runs through the whole of both A Hero of Our Time
and Lorenzaccio. On the most obvious level, masks and deception play a significant role in
both works; both Pechorin and Lorenzo enjoy the anonymity of costumes (for example, we
see Lorenzo dressed as a nun at a masquerade, while Pechorin delights in being taken for a
Circassian). Both also employ subversion and deceit. Pechorin lies his way through the
text: he tricks Bela into submission by pretending to depart; he is continually
eavesdropping and hiding; he lies to Grushnitsky, to Mary, to Vera. As Barratt and Briggs
point out, ‘There can be little doubt that Pechorin’s ability to keep everyone guessing is a
deliberately cultivated ploy. He has developed a wide range of devices by which to confuse
and misdirect anyone observing his behavior."” Lorenzo, too, is deliberately deceitful; we
learn from Alexandre in the first act that ‘il est glissant comme une anguille; il se fourre
partout et me dit tout’'” and we discover throughout the text that, in fact, his entire outward

' Barratt and Briggs, 4 Wicked Irony: The Rhetoric of Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time (Bristol: Bristol
Classical Press, 1989), p. 39.

' 4 Hero of Our Time, p. 98.
'7! Barbéris (1994), p. 66.
1”2 Barratt and Briggs, p. 28.

' Lorenzaccio, 1, 4, p. 35.
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persona is a sham. Even the plurality of names with which Lorenzo is addressed points to

contradiction, as Robert Horville notes:

Ce qui frappe, avant tout, dans la personnalit¢ de Lorenzaccio, c’est son
ambiguité. Il ne cesse d’offrir de lui-méme une image brouillée, instable. En
quéte d’une identité, il ne parvient pas a trouver son équilibre psychique. [...]
Ce caractére trouble du personnage se trouve concrétisé, de maniere
significative, par les différents noms qu’il regoit tout au cours de la piéce:
‘Lorenzo de Médicis’, c’est le nom prestigieux du descendant d’une famille
noble; ‘Lorenzino’, c’est le nom tendre utilis€é pour I’enfant d’autrefois;
‘Renzino’, c’est le surnom trop familier donné au compagnon de débauche;
‘Lorenzetta’, c’est le diminutif ambigu qui convient a I’étre efféminé;
‘Lorenzaccio’, c’est le terme péjoratif qui s’applique a I’individu dangereux
maudit par les gens honnétes. [...] Lorenzaccio, a jouer ainsi avec les
apparences, en perd son dme.'”

Thus, the rebel’s identity - familial, societal, and personal - is fundamentally
precarious on all levels. The superfluous man’s alienation from conventional society,
already evident in the dandy, has grown until reintegration is not just unlikely, but wholly

impossible.

' Robert Horville, Lorenzaccio (Paris: Hatier, 1994), p. 26. Intriguingly, Barratt and Briggs suggest that the
wording of the ‘Second Preface’ may connote that ‘Pechorin’ is, in fact, the narrator’s - not the central
character’s -name. This would, of course, undermine Pechorin’s shaky identity even further. (Barratt and

Briggs, pp. 45-6.)
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B. Contempt of bourgeois ideals

The dandy could no more identify with the mercenary ideals of the up-and-coming
middle classes than he could with the antiquated ones of the traditional hereditary nobility.
The rebel, like the dandy, is still relatively wealthy and free from financial concern.
However, as we have seen, the superfluous man’s own social status is increasingly in doubt.
Accordingly, he will begin to place less and less importance on traditional social status - the
first step towards the formation of a non-class based intellectual elite. Although all
superfluous men would detest the bourgeoisie as a class, they would increasingly accept as
equals others of non-noble origin.'”

The confined settings of A Hero of Our Time allow us only a glimpse into Pechorin’s
social life; only in ‘Princess Mary’ do we see Pechorin in society. Certainly, he shares the
dandy’s predilection for expensive and flashy outward appearances as well as his
carelessness with money; like that of Onegin, his lifestyle implies a conscious separation
from the prudent and mercenary ‘bourgeois’ ideal. Crucially, however, his chosen
companion - Wemer - is not noble, but a member of the professional middle classes.
Although Pechorin’s initial attraction to Wemer may be seen as an indication of his passion
for rebellion (Werner, too, is something of a social outcast), his deep affinity for him is a
result of Werner’s intrinsic worth. Wemer, although ‘like most doctors, a skeptic and a
materialist’, is also ‘a poet of the true sort’; although poor, ‘would never lift a finger for the
sake of money’; he ‘would rather do a favor to an enemy than a friend’, because ‘the latter
would mean selling his generosity’.' In short, Pechorin, with a total disregard of social
rank, accepts Wermer as ‘a remarkable man’ - and as an equal. And, of course, Wemer -
despite having, like Pechorin himself, a ‘wicked tongue’ - has retained some of the moral
sense that Pechorin himself has lost.

Lorenzo’s contempt for the venality and vulgarity of the bourgeoisie is apparent
throughout the text. However, the image of the bourgeoisie in Lorenzaccio is multi-faceted;
many of the most idealistic sentiments are put into the mouths of non-nobles. Tebaldeo -
surely the most unambiguously idealistic character of all - is bourgeois (and like Werner, has
retained the morality which Lorenzo has lost). In addition, the nobility is shown to be just
as venal and corrupt as the middle classes; consider the debauched Alexandre and Salviati,
or the manipulative Cardinal Cibo.

Thus, although the rebel retains the contempt of the dandy towards the ‘bourgeois’
ideal and towards the bourgeoisie as a class, individual non-nobles are shown to have
usurped the best qualities of the nobility - intelligence, learning, idealism, patriotism - and

175 Again, although there was not at this point a real ‘bourgeoisie’ in Russia as in France, I am using the term in
its broadest sense.

1% 4 Hero of Our Time, p. 99.
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the rebel recognizes this. The value system of the rebel is thus already markedly different
to that of the dandy.
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C. Intellectualism and Sensibility

All superfluous men would be distinguished by their superior intelligence and
sensibility - and the rebel, of course, is no exception. Although the rebel is no more of a
modern ‘intellectual’ than the dandy - both Pechorin and Lorenzo have rejected scholarly
endeavor as futile - the rebel’s ‘intellectualism’ nevertheless represents a significant
evolution from the dandy’s. The rebel relies on reason to an extent unknown to the dandy;
indeed, it could be said that, while the dandy was ruled more or less by the heart, the rebel is
ruled by the head.

Firstly, the rebel marks a significant increase in critical self-knowledge. Although
this is partly illusory - a victim of the dichotomy between appearance and reality which
affects everything about the rebel - it does mark a large step forward from the dandy. Both
Pechorin and Lorenzo attempt to understand the causes of their unhappiness; both analyze
their situation and their mental state in a way that the dandy never did.

The second, related development in the intellectualism of the rebel is his attempt to
subordinate emotion to reason. Pechorin remarks at one point that ‘passions are nothing but
ideas in their first stage of development’, and both he and Lorenzo consciously attempt to
subdue passion in favor of intellect. Although, of course, neither succeeds completely in
conquering his emotions (consider Pechorin’s genuine affection for Vera, or Lorenzo’s
conflict over Alexandre), their actions are planned and carried out with little if any regard
for sentiment. The rebel prides himself on his lack of illusions about life:

Je me suis réveillé de mes réves, rien de plus. Je te dis le danger d’en faire.
Je connais la vie, et c’est une vilaine cuisine, sois-en persuadé.!”

and on his impunity to emotional involvement:

The turmoil of life has left me with a few ideas, but no feelings. For a long
time now I’ve lived by my intellect, not feeling. I weigh and analyze my
emotions and actions with strict attention, but complete detachment. There
are two men within me - one lives in the full sense of the word, the other
reflects and judges him.'”

The third and most significant aspect of the rebel’s intellectualism, however, is his
success - misguided and futile, to be sure, but nonetheless genuine - at translating ideas into
action. Not only do both Pechorin and Lorenzo conceive ideas and action as part of a whole
(hence Lorenzo’s frustration with the idealistic, but fundamentally passive Philippe) but they

' Lorenzaccio, 111, 3, p. 91.
18 4 Hero of Our Time, p. 160.
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are able to make the link between ideas and action which would elude all other types of

superfluous man:

Someone has said that ideas are organic creations, that the moment they are
conceived they have form, this form being action. The most active man is the
one who conceives most ideas.'”

Je sais parfaitement qu’il y en a de bons; mais a quoi servent-ils? que font-
ils? comment agissent-ils? Qu’importe que la conscience soit vivante, si le
bras est mort?'®

This marks a significant step forward from the dandy, as Barbéris notes: ‘L’image ancienne
du héros “vengeur” a été profondément remodelée. Ce n’est plus Cinna face & Auguste:
“Seigneur, je suis romain, et du sang de Pompée”. Le vengeur ne se définit plus seulement
par son épée.’’®" The rebel, unlike his predecessors and successors, has the ability to reason,
to plan, and finally fo act upon a resolution in order to gain a particular objective. However,
as we shall see in our next section, the rebel remains tragically impotent - and fundamentally
superfluous - despite his ability to combine reason with purposeful action. Freeborn notes
that ‘there are no rules, no systems of belief, no moral codes in Pechorin’s view of life. All
is anarchic’'® - and this is the fundamental cause of the rebel’s superfluity. Although he is
able to identify a goal and act towards it, his action is inevitably misguided - and therefore
futile. His arm is poised, ready, and, above all, able to strike - but, as we shall see, his

conscience is dead.

' 4 Hero of Our Time, p. 127.
' Lorenzaccio, 111, 3, p. 92.
181 Barbéris (1994), p. 71.

*2 Freeborn (1973), p. 71.
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D. Civic Sense

Janko Lavrin calls Pechorin a ‘suppressed idealist’.’™ However, the dandy was a
‘suppressed idealist’. For the rebel, ‘corrupted idealist’ is more accurate; for we are no
longer dealing with a mere suppression of good impulses, but a wholesale perversion of
them. The contradictory nature of both Pechorin and Lorenzo is explicitly presented in each
work as a split between idealism and corruption which has reached the very core of their

characters:

I became a moral cripple. One half of my soul had ceased to exist. It had
withered and died, so I cut it off and cast it away.’™

Il est trop tard. Je me suis fait & mon métier. Le vice a été pour moi un
vétement; maintenant il est collé a ma peau.'®

Society fails to recognize and utilize the strength of the rebel; the rebel fails to find a
purpose, a role in life - and thus heal this inner division. Ronald Grimsley notes about

Lorenzo that:

A part of [Lorenzo’s] present torment lies in the thought that this original
purpose has not been fulfilled. The depraved life which was first accepted as
a means of attaining a good end has become an integral part of his
personality, a mode of existence desired for its own sake. [...] This, however,
is not all, for if he were completely identified with this new role, some unity -
albeit a demonic one - might be given to his life. His difficulty is that, is
spite of its obvious corruption, his present self is still tormented by the
memory of its lost innocence. [...] He has a sense of being an incomplete,
partially disintegrated person, who strives in vain to ‘find himself again’.'*

and this can be seen to apply also to Pechorin.

The dandy, as we have seen, possessed a social and political conscience - but lacked
the strength of will to act upon it. The rebel, in contrast, possesses a vital and energetic will
- but has lost the ethical, moral, and social sense which underpinned the dandy. As Lavrin
notes, ‘energies, deprived of an outlet, grow destructive. An active character, unable to act,
may easily be landed in mere negation, in rancorous nihilism. His strength may also turn
against itself, in which case the individual runs the danger of disintegration. Such a process
is rendered in A Hero of Our Time’'® - and, we may add, in Lorenzaccio. Both Pechorin and

'*3 JTanko Lavrin, An Introduction to the Russian Novel (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1945,) p. 21.

18 4 Hero of Our Time, p. 130.

'8 Lorenzaccio, 111, 111, p. 93.

1% Ronald Grimsley, 'The Character of Lorenzaccio'. French Studies, Vol. XI,1957, pp. 16-25 (pp. 17-18).

'8 Lavrin, pp. 20-1.
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Lorenzo exist - in stark contrast to the fundamentally passive dandy - in a sort of frenzy of
action; but without the ability to act towards meaningful goals, their actions are doomed to
remain futile - and they themselves, of course, are doomed to remain ‘superfluous’.

The dandy was, in essence, ‘passive, benign, and moral’.'"® When he was cruel or
destructive (for example, Onegin’s murder of Lensky) it was not a matter of strength or will-
power, but rather the lack of it. The rebel, however, does harm not inadvertently, like the
dandy, but consciously and intentionally. Like the dandy, the rebel is implacably opposed to
established societal values which he views as corrupt and corrupting. Where the dandy’s
scon for society grew instinctively out of his idealism, however, the rebel carefully
rationalizes his rejection of contemporary society; society is the power which stifled, then
twisted, his youthful promise. The rebel is thus determined to extract payment for his
suffering from whoever happens into his path. Both Pechorin and Lorenzo, like Chatsky,
are ‘dangerous men to know’ - not, however, because of their political radicalism, but simply
because they refuse to recognize any social ethos. Not only does the rebel deliberately
transgress against the mores of conventional society - he is determined to extract vengeance
from society for its betrayal. In this context, the fact that both Pechorin and Lorenzo are
murderers is extremely significant; whereas Onegin, René, and Adolphe can all be
considered ‘killers’ in that each is - directly or indirectly - responsible for a death, they kill
more or less despite themselves. Pechorin and Lorenzo, in contrast, kill deliberately and in
cold blood. Of course, the rebel’s vengeance, like his cruelty, is futile; he cannot strike at
the causes of his unhappiness because, in fact, he has no clear idea of what they really are.
As C.J.G. Turner notes: ‘his sense of frustration is at least partly due to this lack of
definition about the object of his hostility.”'* '

Thus, Pechorin ‘plots, fights, and destroys’'®; but his ‘vengeance’ is always directed
against wholly inappropriate targets. The price that he exacts from, for example, Mary and
Grushnitsky is wholly out of proportion to the offense - real or imagined - that each has
committed. Pechorin is, directly or indirectly, responsible for three deaths and two broken
hearts - but accomplishes nothing.

The theme of vengeance is also to the fore in Lorenzaccio; all of Lorenzo’s actions
are inspired by his need to avenge himself upon society for his own loss of purity and
innocence. As Barbéris notes, however, the vengeance of Lorenzo - like that of Pechorin - is
both misdirected:

188 Mersereau , p.145.

18 C.J.G. Turner, Pechorin: An Essay on Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time (Birmingham: University of
Birmingham, 1988), p. 31.

19 Mersereau, p. 150.
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Plutét que d’agir de fagon raisonnée, Lorenzo manifeste un activisme
dispersé et sans but. Lors du serment du Colisée, il avait juré ‘qu’un des
tyrans de [la] patrie mourrait de [sa] main’. Il s’agit bien d’un des tyrans et
non de la tyrannie, il s’agit d’un individu quelconque, et non pas d’un
systtme. Cet individualisme correspond & une situation historique pourrie,
dans laquelle on ne peut agir."!

and, ultimately, futile:

Lorenzo ne sera pas confronté a I’Histoire qu’il attendait. Dans une Histoire
qui a dévié de sa voie, qui a renoncé a ses ambitions, il en est réduit a des
gestes iconoclastes (comme la mutilation des statues de 1’arc de Constantin)
avant d’étre condamné & la ruse. [...] C’est pourquoi ses actes, le jour venu,
ne pourront étre que symboliques et ne seront sans aucune valeur que par
rapport a lui-méme. Lorenzo [...] demeure ponctuellement dangereux, mais il
en est réduit a 1’acte solitaire et fortuit.'”

Both Pechorin and Lorenzo are aware that they have lost the ethical ballast which
might have anchored their ambitions to a solid goal. Pechorin writes in his diary that
‘Sometimes [ despise myself - perhaps that’s why I despise others? I’ve lost my capacity for
noble impulses’ and admits that ‘I’d lost forever the fire of noble endeavor, that finest flower
of life’"®; Lorenzo, of course, declares that ‘Le vice [...] est collé & ma peau. Je suis
vraiment un ruffian’.’®® Despite the foreknowledge that his action is futile, however, the
rebel must act; and thus action itself becomes for the rebel, not means towards an end, but
an end in itself. As Freeborn notes, ‘the activity itself - the exercise of his will and the
subjection of others to it - is the facsimile of happiness and purpose with which he fills his
life’."> As Pechorin himself remarks: ‘Ambition has been crushed in me by circumstances,
but it comes out in another way, for ambition is nothing more than a lust for power and my
chief delight is to dominate those around me.’ *¢

The rebel’s one chance of finding purpose or identity lies in his quest for fulfillment,
for success - ultimately, an unobtainable goal. In other words, it is the search itself that
defines their characters. Turner touches on this obliquely:

11 Barbéris (1994), p. 77.

12 Barbéris (1994), p. 72.

' 4 Hero of Our Time, p. 148, p. 157.
194 Lorenzaccio, 111, 3, p. 93.

1 Freeborn (1973), p. 69.
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In his most detailed analysis of [his] insatiable thirst that preys on others,
Pechorin likens it to the impulse to pick a fine flower, enjoy its scent, then
simply discard it. And he explains that happiness is satiated pride, while the
best food for pride is the kind of domination that commands the sufferings or
joys of others. But such happiness is, at best, only temporary: his pride will
soon demand more flowers to pluck. Hence, in another extended simile at the
end of Princess Mary, he likens himself to a sailor who is unable to find
happiness on shore and anxiously awaits another ship to take him on another
voyage. Both images [...] are significant. Both imply the poetic truism that
the real pleasure in life is to be found not in the successful arrival at one’s
destination but in the process of overcoming obstacles that constitutes the
journey. In terms of Pechorin’s adventures it is the principle that the
acquisition and demonstration of domination is more satisfying than its
continued exercise. This was the pattern of Bela; it is repeated preeminently
in his relationship with Mary, and can, with little stretching, be applied to all
his relationships. The obverse of this pattern is made explicit by Pechorin
when he writes that if Mary had been an invincible beauty then he would
perhaps have been attracted by the difficulty of the enterprise; and he goes on
to say that constancy of love begins when it meets with opposition. Similarly,
it was only ‘at the possibility of losing her’, he writes, that ‘Vera became for
me dearer than everything in the world, dearer than my life, honor or
happiness.” It is not opposition or barriers, but their collapse that causes his
affections to cool."’

Pechorin tells Maksim Maksimych in ‘Bela’ that: ‘My imagination knows no peace, my
heart no satisfaction. I’m never satisfied. I grow used to sorrow as easily as I do to
pleasure, and my life gets emptier every day. The only thing left for me is to travel. [...] At
least I can be sure that with storms and bad roads to help this final solace will last me a
while.”"® 1t is, therefore, significant that he dies on his return from Persia. Without finding
a real goal or purpose, he has used up all the temporary distractions that society has to offer.
There is no more seeking for Pechorin to do - no more action - and his only purpose in life
has gone.

Lorenzo, in contrast to Pechorin, seems to have found a purpose - the murder of a
tyrant. However, after the murder has been accomplished, he realizes that his task has not
fulfilled him; Lorenzo, too, is defined by his quest. After the murder, he has nothing left:

Immediately after the murder he is filled, it is true, by a kind of expansive
identification with the rest of the universe, but this emotional excitement soon
gives way to a feeling of utter emptiness and ennui. The whole meaning of his
existence has vanished with the completion of the act of murder, so that there
is nothing left for him to do but to allow himself to be destroyed. His

" Turner, p. 23.
%8 4 Hero of Our Time, p. 54.
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personality still lacks continuity and coherence and he remains shut up within
the loneliness of his helpless despair.'*

Reeve asks: ‘What is the nature of the relationship between society and the
individual if a man like Pechorin, with all the accoutrements of the romantic hero, is
basically a starved and homeless moral waif? Unlike Onegin, he is energetic, he pursues
adventure, he is highly and articulately self-conscious.””® The final (and most intriguing)
facet of the rebel’s will is its fatalism. Both Pechorin and Lorenzo imagine themselves as
‘fatal men’; both variously exalt in their imagined role as the arm of fate and, yet, obversely,
see themselves as mere pawns of fate. This paradox is found throughout both texts and
indeed, raises the fundamental question referred to by Reeve: is the superfluous man fated to
be as he is by his nature or is he created by society (as he himself believes)?

That this question will be fundamental to A Hero of Our Time is signaled in the very
first description of Pechorin by Maksim Maksimych in ‘Bela’:

How well I remember that year! He led me a dance all right, though I don’t
hold it against him - after all, some people are fated to have unusual things
happen to them.

In Taman, too, this question is again raised; although it is, of course, Pechorin himself who

sets the unhappy chain of events in motion, he muses:

Why did fate toss me into the peaceful midst of these honest smugglers? 1
had shattered their calm, like a stone thrown into a still pool - and like a
stone, too, I had nearly gone to the bottom.*?

In Princess Mary, the conflict between self-determination and fatalism becomes ever more

explicit; successive passages make clear that there can be no definitive answer.

Is it my sole function in life, I thought, to be the ruin of other people’s hopes?
Through all my active life fate always seems to have brought me in for the
dénouement of other people’s dramas. As if nobody could die or despair
without my help. I've been the indispensable figure of the fifth act, thrust
into the pitiful role of executioner or betrayer. What was fate’s purpose?*

Why did you choose these fatal six paces? Do you think I’ll meekly be your
target? Oh no, we’ll draw lots and then...then...What if your luck holds out

1% Grimsley, p. 25.

20 Reeve, p. 51.
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against mine? What if my star lets me down at last? It might well do, for it’s
pandered to my whims long enough, and there’s no more constancy in heaven
than on earth.*

I’ve been going over my past, and I can’t help wondering why I’ve lived, for
what purpose I was born. There must have been some purpose, I must have
had some high object in life, for I feel unbounded strength within me. But I
never discovered it and was carried away by the allurements of empty,
unrewarding passions. I was tempered in their flames and came out cold and
hard as steel, but I’d lost for ever the fire of noble endeavour, that finest
flower of life. How many times since then have I been the axe in the hands of
fate? Like an engine of execution, I’ve descended on the heads of the
condemned, often without malice, but always without pity.>*

Now that I'm stuck here in this fort I often look back and wonder why I
didn’t choose to follow the path that fate had opened to me, where there were
quiet joys and peace of mind in store for me.>*

In The Fatalist, this equivocal attitude is made explicit. Pechorin both asserts his belief in
self-determination:

‘I say there’s no such thing as predestination,” I said, tipping some twenty
gold pieces on to the table, all that I had in my pocket.?’

and immediately undermines it:

Yet, for all his composure, I fancied I saw the mark of death on his pale
face. I’ve noticed it myself, and I’ve heard a lot of old soldiers say the same,
that a strange mark of inevitable doom can often be seen on the face of a man
a few hours before he dies. Anyone with an eye for it is rarely mistaken.*®

The question of fate - with the same conflict between free will and predestination -
plays a large role in Lorenzaccio, too. Lorenzo, like Pechorin, feels that his fatal role has
been bestowed on him by Providence (a role which is literally that of ‘executioner’):

Ma jeunesse a été pure comme 1’or. Pendant vingt ans de silence, la foudre
s’est amoncelée dans ma poitrine; et il faut que je sois réellement une
étincelle du tonnerre, car tout a coup, une certaine nuit que j’étais assis dans
les ruines du Colisée antique, je ne sais pourquoi je me levai; je tendis vers

24 Ibid, p. 156.

25 4 Hero of Our Time, pp. 156-7.
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le ciel mes bras trempés de rosée, et je jurai qu'un des tyrans de la patrie
mourrait de ma main. J’étais un étudiant paisible, je ne m’occupais alors que
des arts et des sciences, et il m’est impossible de dire comment cet étrange
serment s’est fait en moi.*®

but - like Pechorin - immediately undermines himself by admitting that his own pride also
played a part in his resolution to commit regicide. He variously refers to himself as both ‘un
Satan’ and ‘le bras de Dieu’; and like Pechorin, feels that some great destiny was in store for
him. The same dichotomy is thus evident.

Both Pechorin and Lorenzo also fest fate by risking their lives. Of course, neither the
hero nor the reader is able to draw any firm conclusions from this experiment. In 4 Hero of
Our Time, this event is chronicled in ‘The Fatalist’: ‘Just then I had an odd idea. Like
Vulich, I decided to put fate to the test.’*® Although Pechorin survives his ‘test’, the final
words of the novel on the subject offer no answers, but merely restate the question. It would
seem that Lermontov has remained true to his stated object of diagnosing without prescribing
a cure, or, for that matter, defining its causes.

For Lorenzo, too, the moment arrives when he puts fate to the test; ‘plus vide qu’une
statue de fer-blanc’?'! after the futile murder, he leaves the sanctuary of Philippe’s home in
Venice to test whether anyone will have the courage to murder him for the bounty put on his
head. Unlike that of Pechorin, his ‘test’ ends in his own death; but the same ambiguity
remains, and no conclusion about the central question of the role of fate in his life is
possible. The rebel’s attempt to conduct one final experiment - gambling with his own life,
this time - is ultimately futile and offers no answers. The rebel’s willingness to view himself
as the agent of fate itself may be seen as an indicator of his strength of will; the obverse of
this - his acceptance of fate’s role in determining events - may be interpreted either as ‘an
admirably ingenious petition in moral bankruptcy’?? or (as I prefer) as genuine uncertainty
about the extent to which he is in control of his own destiny.

The rebel’s civic sense is thus tragically misdirected. Although he has the strength
of will to accomplish great things, he is unable to ally that will to any meaningful goal. No
other type of superfluous man, however, would achieve the sheer vitality of the rebel - and,
despite its futility, this is his most important legacy to the future intellectual hero. D.J.
Richards notes that:

Another question which must be asked about the order of the episodes is why
Lermontov should have chosen to conclude 4 Hero of Our Time with ‘The

2% Lorenzaccio, 111, 3, pp. 87-8.
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Fatalist’? Two reasons immediately suggest themselves. In the first place, he
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